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ONE



Frank Sinatra was not afraid to die. From the day I met him back in the 1970s till his passing at the age of eighty-two, he lived his life with strength, courage, and at times, even reckless abandon. The death of his iconic status, however, was another matter entirely.


It’s been twenty years since his passing, and he knew he would leave a legacy for the generations. Nothing frightened him more than eroding the patina of his glorious run. Still, he forged ahead, refusing to be shelved with all the forgotten musicians of a bygone era. Nothing made him happier than staying relevant and in demand, till his last storied breaths, cultivated through years of holding those beautiful, elongated notes.


I was his manager and I like to think I played a small role in his enduring career.


Was he having memory problems toward the end? Sure he was, but he could handle that on a live stage with the audience in the palm of his hands.


Did he use those memory problems to his advantage, especially with me?


You bet he did. And so, I wasn’t entirely surprised, as we rode in the back of a limo down Sunset Boulevard in 1993, when he said, “What are we doing here, Eliot?” Had he forgotten the six months’ worth of conversations, negotiations, and reminders? Not a chance.


“Boss, we’re going to the recording studio,” I said.


“This is bullshit,” he said.


Still, he trusted me. When we walked into the lobby of the Capitol Records Building, he should have felt like a star taking a victory lap. Instead, I couldn’t shake the thought that he looked like a kid who didn’t want to go to his first day of school. The hallway to Studio A was lined with photos of Frank, Dean Martin, and Nat King Cole. They were the kings who built this circular palace that towers into the airspace at Hollywood and Vine.


He didn’t even look at the photos, and I was too preoccupied to do so. There was only one thing on my mind, and that was to make sure he sang. I was nervous. My stomach was uneasy, and I knew it would be that way for some time to come.


The last time he walked that hall was 1961. He had ruled much of the 1950s and then led off the 1960s with one of the greatest bodies of work ever in popular music. It was there at Capitol that Sinatra collaborated with Nelson Riddle, Billy May, and Gordon Jenkins, and where they successfully birthed the concept album by grouping songs together to set a mood, from tender love songs to swinging dance music. He owned the legacy with years of hits like “I Get a Kick Out of You,” “All of Me,” and “I’ve Got You Under My Skin.”


Shortly after, he started his own record label, Reprise, which was unheard-of for a singer to do in those days. He was the Chairman of the Board, the Voice. What did he have to be worried about?


I was startled and frightened when I saw the lost look in those Ol’ Blue Eyes as we made our way to his old recording studio. It was filled with all of his favorite things: Tootsie Rolls, Wild Cherry Life Savers, Jack Daniel’s, and a pack of Camels. I was hoping the familiarity would take him back to that time when he was on top of the charts and on top of the world.


This was Duets. I was executive producer of this album, along with Capitol’s Charles Koppelman and Don Rubin. This was to be our piece of the Sinatra recording legacy—provided it was ever completed. This was his wife Barbara’s piece of his recording legacy, too. He had gifted the rights to his previous recordings to his children.


The band was all there, seated and waiting for their cue. It was a combination of musicians who traveled on the road with us and studio players. The musicians had been paid for four days in advance, so there was a lot riding on this. Bill Miller was a familiar face on piano.


There were horn players, strings, and drums. Phil Ramone was producing. He was off to the side with the soundboards, anxiously looking through the glass that overlooked the studio. Hank Cattaneo, Frank’s longtime associate, was coproducing. He had ridden in the limo with us.


Patrick Williams, who scored the music for hundreds of films and television shows, was conducting. He was the second-biggest star in the room. He was hired to do for the recording sessions what Frank Sinatra Jr. did for his dad in the live concerts. Patrick was standing in front of the musicians.


Sinatra was seventy-seven years old and it had been almost ten years since his last recording, L.A. Is My Lady. It was the first time I had ever been in a studio with the Boss, and his presence sent an undeniable wave of nervous excitement through the room.


Still, something wasn’t right. He stood there in his satin Members Only bomber jacket and his demeanor was all wrong. This was the guy who owned every room he ever walked into. He looked confused, uncomfortable, and almost shy.


In more than two decades together, I had never seen him scared before. Once, we flew from Japan to Australia in a major storm. Everyone on the plane was terrified as we were jostled around in the winds and rain. I watched Sinatra sit casually sipping his Jack Daniel’s, while I was sure we were going to die.


Another time, on one of our Italian tours, the pilot had to have one of the plane’s two engines jump-started and said it might not make it to our destination. Sinatra told him to take off anyway, reasoning we could fly on one engine if we had to. We were not on a deadline; he was just a stickler for time, to say the least. Nothing fazed him.


He was the Boss, he was in charge—always. He directed with surety and everyone followed his cue. That’s the way it was. So here we were, ready to make the boldest move of his career in years, and he was hesitant.


Duets would be a lucrative recording deal for any artist to pull off and would put him in front of a whole new generation. This was his moment. It was our moment. Everyone wanted it so bad. Everyone knew he could do this—everyone, that is, except Sinatra. Then he saw the soundproof booth, smack dab in the middle of the studio.


“What’s this, a rocket ship?” Sinatra said. “I sing on the stage with the band.”


The soundproof booth would have to be torn down and a small stage erected. The crew was called to start work on it. Magic would not be made that night.


I called Barbara, as I would do several times over the course of the coming days, and the three of us went to dinner at one of our favorite Beverly Hills hangouts, La Dolce Vita. By the next evening, there was a stage in place of the booth and we were ready to roll, but it turned out to be another false start. When Frank saw the room, he started pointing to his throat. He said he couldn’t sing. I called Barbara from the car as we headed to dinner.


“Barbara, I have the Boss with me. He says his throat is not right so we are going to La Dolce Vita and we would like you to join us,” I said.


“You’re kidding me,” she said. “I’ll meet you there.”


The first night, he had a legitimate complaint, but if he had had a problem with his voice he would have told me when I picked him up at his house, or on the car ride down, not when he stood in front of the microphone.


“You can do this,” I said to Frank, as we sat at his favorite table. I ran through all the protections I had set up for him. If he didn’t like the final cut, nothing would be released. He had no financial responsibility; Capitol paid for everything. Best of all, technology had significantly improved since the last time he was in the recording studio. If a note were off, now it could be fixed. He either didn’t believe that or he didn’t want to.


When Barbara walked in, he pointed to his throat.


“I have no chops,” Frank said quietly, which meant he couldn’t sing.


“Maybe you’re a washed-up singer,” Barbara said.


No one spoke to Sinatra that way.


It was late and the few patrons who were still there were finishing their meals.


I noticed people staring. There was no obvious ruckus, but they weren’t gawking at a star, either. Loud whispers made it clear they were witnessing a quiet but fierce battle between husband and wife—one that would propel him to new heights, if we all survived the dinner.


“You’re full of shit. You’re yesterday’s news. You didn’t even ask for tea,” she said, which was something he often did before he sang, especially if his throat was bothering him.


Sinatra went quiet. When he did that, you never knew what it meant. I’ll tell you the whole story later, but suffice it to say that was a quarter of a century ago and the rocky start to the biggest-selling album of Sinatra’s career.


Thankfully, Barbara had a gift for handling her husband. Of course, he was a musical genius. For my part, I was trying to keep the most talented man I knew performing.


Audiences adored him and it was clear from the arenas he filled that his devotees were much more than the aging fans from his youth. Young people wanted to emulate him. They still do. My son Roy used to say, “Don’t you owe it to the world to make another Sinatra album?” I guess he was right.


Sinatra knew I was looking out for his best interests in whatever we did together. He always made me feel he had confidence in me, perhaps not in so many words but in a thousand gestures. When he asked me to be co-executor of his estate, I said, “I’m honored, but why me?”


“Who the fuck else knows where everything is buried with this crowd,” he said, “this crowd” being his family. He was well aware of the discord between his wife and his children, and Frank hated conflict in his personal life.


I believe I earned all of their trust to the extent that was possible, and that meant there could be relative peace. At least Barbara and the kids were on speaking terms for most of Sinatra’s life. They may not have been saying nice things about each other, but they weren’t saying them to each other’s faces.


That fragile truce gave us a chance to write a new will, do several business deals including ties, cigars, recordings, and commercials, and increase his net worth substantially. The Sinatra name was a brand long before building your own brand became a national pastime.


The luster of the Sinatra name shone on everyone around him. If you had Sinatra as a friend, well, you didn’t need much else in life. Sinatra made men. He certainly made my career.


When he parted ways with his former manager, Hollywood powerhouse Mickey Rudin, I wanted to help them put things back together. Rudin thought Sinatra’s career was over and he had other, more important clients to tend to, but when Rudin died more than a decade after their parting, the headline in the New York Times still read, “Lawyer for Sinatra and Other Stars.” Sinatra was everyone’s biggest and brightest star.


If you had Sinatra as a client, his allure extended to all your clients. I never once had to use Sinatra’s name to negotiate a better deal for another performer, but his influence was ever present. Whether it was Liza Minnelli, Sammy Davis Jr., Don Rickles, Steve Lawrence and Eydie Gormé, or one of a host of others, all the decision makers at the venues knew Sinatra was my client and were happy to make deals for everyone, in the hopes they had a shot at booking the Boss.


Before I was Sinatra’s manager, I managed Liza. She stood by me during the most difficult period of my life and helped to restore my credibility in Hollywood when I was caught up in a devastating scandal that I will tell you about shortly.


Sammy Davis Jr. was in dire financial straits when I took him on. I was an accountant and money manager by training and we were working hard to straighten his finances out, when throat cancer cut his life short and we ran out of time. Sinatra loved to hang out with Sammy, we all did. He was all fun and no hassles.


The biggest disappointment of all my clients was also the man I believe I did the best job for—Don Rickles. He too was an old Sinatra friend who I took on at a low point in his career. We parted after decades together over a couple of percentage points on my commission and what I considered to be an unreasonable and un-Sinatra-like request.


Steve and Eydie, more than most of my clients, understood finances and knew that leaving my clients with more money than when I started was always my primary goal.


I considered all my clients to be my friends, and while money matters were my strong suit, I learned to play psychiatrist and protector as well. I knew my clients’ likes and dislikes and when to push and when to pull back. That was especially important with Sinatra. I learned to read his moods and his body language. Sometimes he wanted to talk and sometimes he wanted to be reflective. Sometimes he just wanted the company.


I knew the cities he liked to perform in: New York, London, Miami, Chicago, New Orleans, and San Francisco. He enjoyed venues where he felt a sense of intimacy with the audience, 4,000 seats or less. When we played arenas, where there could be 20,000-plus fans, we switched from a standard proscenium layout with the stage on one end, to a theater in the round, so he could feel more closely connected to his audience.


If he didn’t like a venue he would say, “Hey, Eliot, you got a camera?”


“Sure, Boss, what do you need?”


“Take a picture of this place, ’cause we ain’t never coming back here.”


Because Frank was such a stickler for time, his rule was that the venue could be no more than 20 to 25 minutes from an airport or hotel. Most of the time they were 30 to 40 minutes away, and I paid for every one of those minutes as he tapped his watch and said, “How many times do I have to tell you, you have twenty-five minutes to arrive at our destination?” Of course, he knew I had no control over the location of the best concert locales but he loved to harass me anyway.


One day I wasn’t in the mood.


“You know, Boss, we need to do a hangar tour. We’ll go from airport hangar to airport hangar and put up a stage and you won’t have to drive anywhere.”


“Great idea. Have the jackets printed up: ‘Hangar Tour,’” he said.


He loved playing casinos because he didn’t have to go to the car. He went right from the stage to the dining room and bar, where we would hang out into the wee small hours of the morning, as the song goes.


Now I’m almost eighty years old and I feel like Frank must have felt when he walked past all those pictures of his younger self that lined the halls of Capitol. While I’m not competing with myself in my prime, like Frank was when we recorded Duets, writing this book, and looking at my life through an eighty-year-old lens, has clarified the roads I took, the turns I missed, and the circles I ran in when I thought I was moving full speed ahead. Thankfully at this age, I have the good fortune that the memories from twenty-five years ago are more vivid than the memories of yesterday’s aches and pains. And what a roller-coaster ride my life has been. When Sinatra retired, it was like coming around the final bend of the track. I thought I had had enough and was ready to get off, but when I did, I realized the world was not nearly as exciting a place.


My journey with Frank all started at the bottom of the roller coaster.















TWO



On a Friday afternoon in September 1977, I drove down the right-hand lane of Tarrytown Road in Westchester County, New York, about twenty-five miles north of Manhattan. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.


I wasn’t speeding, and the road was relatively open. I noticed a car behind me, one to the left, and another one cut in front of me. As we reached the far side of a stoplight, all three cars slowed to a halt and I had no choice but to do the same. A man in a suit walked over to my station wagon and flashed a badge. “Step out of the car, please, Mr. Weisman. You’re under arrest.”


“For what?” I said, but I already knew. The day before, I had testified to a grand jury looking into the business dealings of the Westchester Premier Theatre.


“Leave the keys in the car,” the agent said. “We’ll take care of it.”


He told me to put my hands on the roof of the car, and he proceeded to handcuff my hands behind my back. At FBI headquarters in New Rochelle, I was photographed, fingerprinted, and taken to a nondescript conference room with a long, dark table in the center.


There were four agents in the room. I was advised that my wife, Micky, and I had committed bank fraud by exaggerating my income by a few thousand dollars on a mortgage loan application. Then they spoke of stock fraud and obstruction of justice, a combination that could lead to possible racketeering charges against me. They brought out everything they could think of to heighten my fear, and it worked.


“You’re a good guy,” one of the agents said. “But you’re looking at twenty years. You need to cooperate with us.” I was thirty-seven years old. Fifty-seven meant I would be an old man.


“We have two hundred hours of tape recordings,” another agent said, “one hundred hours of phone recordings that include you. We can’t promise you anything, but if you cooperate we can recommend the judge go easy on you.”


I rarely spoke on the phone. “If you have a hundred hours of me,” I said, “I certainly want to hear them. Can I make a phone call now?”


“When you’re done with processing,” an agent said.


The processing dragged on for hours.


I sat silently as they played wiretap after wiretap of familiar voices of men talking about skimming profits and selling tickets for seats that weren’t on the books of the Westchester Premier Theatre, which I built and oversaw as president.


The men who were speaking were not the kind you wanted to identify, much less turn into the authorities for wrongdoing. Disavowing any knowledge of them would be the best course of action, but of course that wasn’t possible. They were both known and silent partners in the theater. Some were friends from the Lake Isle Country Club, one of the few Westchester clubs that welcomed Jews and Italians in the 1970s.


There were plenty of Italian names on the wiretaps—Gambino, Castellano, DePalma—but there was one man they really wanted to hear about.


“Do you know Frank Sinatra?” the agent said.


Now, you have to understand, I grew up in a neighborhood in Brooklyn where nothing was worse than a rat. You kept your mouth shut and didn’t talk about other people’s private business, especially not to the feds.


“Yeah. He’s a limousine driver in New York,” I said, which was true.


“Frank Sinatra, a limousine driver,” the agent said.


“Yeah,” I said.


Of course, I knew the Sinatra they were referring to. Frank Sinatra had been plagued by allegations of mob affiliations for most of his career. Rumors dated back to the days when J. Edgar Hoover ran the FBI and kept secret dossiers on celebrities. Over what would ultimately be a thirty-year time period, the FBI conducted numerous investigations into Sinatra and linked him to notorious organized crime bosses like Bugsy Siegel, Lucky Luciano, and Sam Giancana.


It was the photo with a host of mob bosses, including the so-called boss of bosses, taken at the Westchester Premier Theatre that the FBI was determined to use to finally tie Sinatra to organized crime. It didn’t matter that I had no personal knowledge of Sinatra’s connection, or lack of it, to the mob. I only knew that the wiseguys, like much of the world, adored Sinatra.


As the feds played the tapes and I listened to people repeatedly incriminating themselves, I realized how little I knew about the business I had created. It was difficult for me to understand how I had come to be in this uncomfortable chair in a dingy office room in FBI headquarters. It was Friday night, and I knew there would be no arraignment, which meant no bail, until probably Monday morning, so I sat and listened. When the agents left the room, ostensibly to give me time to think about cooperating, I drifted back to a time when life was filled with hope and promise and the Westchester Premier Theatre seemed like a stroke of brilliance. Nothing in my life had prepared me for this place. I had a good education, a beautiful family, and a great life. I had always tried to do the right thing. If my mother had been alive, I would have had a hard time explaining to her what I was doing there.


My father, David, was an accountant who represented among others, the songwriting duo of Rodgers and Hammerstein and the artist Marc Chagall. He had a 1 percent stake in the Broadway show South Pacific and that enabled us to move from a two-story Brooklyn brownstone to a nice house in New Rochelle, not far from the FBI building I now found myself in.


Growing up on the streets of Brooklyn, I loved to play stickball and baseball. My father played piano, and I dabbled in tennis because both he and my mother, Edna, loved the sport. Edna was an athlete and was once the New York State amateur tennis champion. Most of all, she was my buddy. She was competitive and willful. The old adage that winning isn’t everything, it’s the only thing was the credo mom and I lived by long before I ever heard Vince Lombardi say it.


There’s an advantage to being the oldest child of a woman in her early thirties. You can remember her when she was at her most beautiful. My sister Adele, who is eight years younger than I, doesn’t have the same wealth of memories I do. As a boy, I remember my mother, always fit, in perfect health, in her white tennis skirt and blouse. I remember the joyous smile when she was on the court of our local tennis club hitting the ball back and forth with a wooden racket. Playing tennis made her happy. Baseball was my first love, but I loved playing tennis with Mom and Dad. So it was all the more difficult when my mom was diagnosed with breast cancer. In the late 1940s, that was often a death sentence. Doctors performed a mastectomy and removed some of her lymph nodes.


I was angry, scared, and mostly helpless. My father didn’t drive, so at barely thirteen years old, I would drive the family car to the local Safeway on the weekends to shop while Mom recovered. It was one of the few things I could do for her. I would organize the grocery list in my head by the pattern through which I would walk through the aisles. To this day, I love to go food shopping. I suppose it makes me feel like I am contributing to the family.


As Mom recovered, I watched her struggle to move her arms, hoping to regain her mobility and strength, but she could never again reach up to pound down on her powerful serve. Someone suggested she take up golf.


That summer we vacationed in northern New York State, at the Sacandaga Inn in the Adirondack Mountains. It was a rustic, sleepy town filled with summer cabins, water sports and lush greenery. I was standing on the driving range as a golf pro instructed my mother. I watched a woman I considered to be a tremendous athlete struggle to hit the ball. She swung and thumped. The ball rolled ten yards off the tee. She swung again and sent the ball fifteen yards off on a hard right. It was hard for me to believe that my athletic mother couldn’t make direct contact with a ball that was standing still. I giggled. She swung and missed. I let out a laugh.


“The ball’s not moving, Mom,” I said.


She sneered and swung, and the ball skipped off to the left.


I laughed out loud. I couldn’t help myself.


“Mrs. Weisman, may I have your club, please?” the pro said to my mother.


She handed it to him and he grabbed the driver by the head, then walked over to me. “Go ahead. Give it a try,” he said.


I gave a cocky smirk and walked to the tee as my mother stepped away.


Too easy, I thought. “I’m afraid I’ll hit that house over there,” I said, pointing off into the distance.


“Don’t worry,” the pro said. “Just hit.”


“Okay, but I’m not responsible if I break a window or something.”


I held the club like a baseball bat and wound up with all my might, like a batter going for an easy home run with the ball slowed to a dead stop. I missed and swung around full circle and fell to the ground. On the second swing, I almost threw my shoulder out as the club planted hard into the sod.


I was hooked. Mom and I played every day. I spent the rest of the summer at the driving range hitting balls until it was dark. I played until my hands were calloused and blistered. I never touched a tennis ball again. It was only a nine-hole course, so we would play nine and start all over again. Mom was better than I was, but one day I had the best of her. I had just parred two holes and I was ahead.


She was on the green, focused on a twelve-foot, left-to-right putt. “Don’t miss that putt,” I said.


Without breaking her stance, she looked up and glared at me. “Fuck you,” she said, as she proceeded to stroke the ball and we watched it roll into the hole.


It may have been the first time I ever heard my mother say that and it was certainly the first time she ever said it to me. It still makes me smile. I loved her unabashed competitiveness.


My dad worked all day and someone had to give my mother the necessary injections to help her recover. Dad was pretty squeamish, so I gave my mother her shots. I hated watching the needle pierce her flesh, but I was willing to do practically anything to keep her alive and out of the hospital.


Arnold Palmer became my idol, and although I had aspirations to become a golf pro, my father wouldn’t hear of it. I ended up at the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania, and was a freshman when Mom died. It was a difficult time for all of us, especially my sister.


I called home as often as I could, which between my class and study schedule was about once a week. Adele always tried to put on a brave face, but I knew how much she missed Mom. I missed her, too.


I was happy that at least Adele had our housekeeper, Chris, to provide somewhat of a maternal influence. For all Chris did in taking care of my mom when she was sick and then taking care of my sister, she was more like family to me than hired help.


The rest of my phone time was spent with Maxine, whom everyone called Micky. She was my high school sweetheart and we were married my senior year of college.


Maxine was proud of my academic credentials, that I majored in accounting and business law. I had a degree in economics, which gave me the ability to adapt to most any business situation. I went to work for one of the big eight national accounting firms, just like I planned.


Life, however, was not going according to plan for Dad and he struggled with his work after Mom died. He surprised us all when he left his accounting firm and tried to go it alone with a tax and investment practice that specialized in tax audits. He had always been part of an organization and had no idea how to handle the numerous facets of running an office. When his billings dropped significantly and he was clearly in need of help, I worried he wouldn’t be able to send my sister to college and keep up his lifestyle. I was looking for a transition, too, so I decided it was a good time to see if I liked working with my father.


Dad loved the idea and promptly renamed the company Weisman & Weisman. Our offices were adjacent to the Paris Theatre, across from the Plaza hotel, off Fifth Avenue in Manhattan.


Dad was a great tax accountant but I could tell by the way he delegated the workload that he was a lousy administrator. I took over all the hiring, firing, and basic business functions of running the office.


When my college friends started to become successful, I turned them into new clients. I also brought in clients from the two country clubs I joined.


The truth is, I didn’t care for accounting. So, I started the Copia fund, a small hedge fund, on the side. Meanwhile, over the seven years I worked with my dad, his hundred-thousand-dollar-a-year business had grown to a half-million dollars a year. When I knew it was secure, I convinced my cousin to join the business and I gave him my half of the firm. I moved on. Eventually I joined a Wall Street firm and invested people’s money as a broker.


My little sister, who studied at the Juilliard School, was now graduating from a college called Beaver, which I always thought was a ridiculous name for a woman’s college. (Thankfully, it’s now called Arcadia University.) When I asked her what she wanted to do, she said, “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll be a teacher.” Adele was a city woman. She liked culture, arts, and entertainment. She wasn’t about to be a teacher in the suburbs, and New York City wasn’t a safe place to be teaching. There were constant reports of teachers being roughed up by students.


“Are you fucking crazy?” I said. “Are you looking to get killed?” That put an end to that discussion.


I asked my friend Charles Roden to give her an opportunity in his stock brokerage firm. She went on to graduate with an MBA from New York University and today she is a successful personal money manager.


Micky and I had three kids: Eric, Carol, and Roy. We lived in a nice house in the Westchester County suburb of Scarsdale. We had a good life. I played golf whenever I could at Lake Isle Country Club. I was the club champion three times.


One day, the caddie master said, “Hey, Mr. Weisman, a new member heard you were a good golfer and would like to play with you. Can I introduce you?” That introduction would change the course of my life.


Greg DePalma and I played the back nine. He wasn’t a good golfer but he was a lot of fun and we had a lot of laughs that day. He said he was in the jewelry business and I had no reason to doubt him. He told me, if I ever needed a gift for Micky, I should let him know. He was married to a Jewish girl. They were roughly the same age as my wife and I, and we began to socialize together.


A short time after we became friendly, he invited Micky and me to go with him and his wife, Terry, to the Westbury Music Fair, on Long Island, to see Tom Jones in concert. It was 1971. The two women rode in the back while Greg and I chatted in front. Parking at the theater was overcrowded and difficult. I stepped out of the car and said, “Are you kidding? This is a dump.”


Then I saw people selling $50 tickets for $200 in the parking lot. Westbury was a covered theater in the round and I couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to see someone perform that way. Half the people were looking at the entertainer’s ass.


Nonetheless, all twenty-eight hundred seats of the theater were filled, Tom Jones was great, and the audience response was better than great, it was wildly enthusiastic. As we drove home, I said, “Wouldn’t it be great to build something like this in Westchester?”


“You don’t have the balls,” Micky said.















THREE



The weekend following the Tom Jones concert, DePalma talked about building a theater as we hit balls on the driving range. Tony Cabot, a fellow club member and respected New York producer and composer, was also there. The world-famous Rainbow Room featured his music for much of the 1960s and ’70s, so he was our resident expert on the musical landscape of the area.


“Hey, Tony, we were out at Westbury last weekend. It’s a cow pasture out there,” I said. Westchester was a more affluent community and our friends loved live entertainment. “What do you think about building something like that out here?”


“You’d be rich,” Cabot said.


“Would you be the musical director?” I said.


“Absolutely. It’s a stone-cold winner.”


And so it began. Other guys around the club would hear us talking on the golf course and everyone was getting excited. I asked the guys at my brokerage firm. “It makes sense,” they said. People loved going to the theater. Westchester residents were rich enough to afford the tickets. The acts would play six nights a week. It would be a state of the art proscenium theater, not a theater in the round like Westbury. A lot of entertainers wouldn’t play a theater in the round.


DePalma introduced me to Richie Fusco. Richie said he was in the clothing business and manufactured women’s dresses. Between DePalma’s friends, my friends, and Lake Isle members we raised $250,000 in seed money.


The Westchester Premier Theatre would have two restaurants. It would be state-of-the-art. I could see Shirley Bassey on my stage. I went looking for real estate.


Most everything I looked at wasn’t suitable; it wasn’t big enough and didn’t have enough room for parking. Then I found the perfect location, right off the parkway. The problem was that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency had placed restrictions on a fifteen-foot-wide brook that ran through the property. The people who owned the land were understandably happy to make a deal. I called my uncle Herman Weisman, a well-known New York lawyer, and took him to see the property.


“Eliot, you’re crazy. Don’t do it. When you start putting in pilings there is going to be runoff and it’s going to kill the wildlife in that brook.”


I called another expert. He told me, “If you fill it properly, with pure fill, it will be fine.” I preferred that answer and I bought the land with investors’ money.


In the summer of 1973 we did a public offering at $7.50 a share and raised $2 million. Now I could see every performer I ever loved on my stage, Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., and Dean Martin being just for starters. The stock plunged to $2.50 a month after the opening.















FOUR



On September 30, at the end of the 1973 baseball season, the New York Yankees beat the Detroit Tigers 8–5 and fans stormed the field to get their hands on any memorabilia they could find. It wasn’t because the game was so extraordinary, but because the beloved House That Ruth Built had fallen into disrepair and was about to close down for much-needed renovations. Some fans had come with pliers and hammers to unbolt the seats, which they carted home on the subway. Others ripped the sod from the field and pulled out the lightbulbs from the scoreboards. The Yankees moved to Shea Stadium along with the Mets for the 1974 and 1975 seasons and the football Giants moved to the Yale Bowl in New Haven, Connecticut.


The debris that was left was carted off by dump trucks looking for anyplace to dispose of the trash. They found DePalma and he charged them $75 per load to dump their garbage on our property. The refuse from the old Yankee Stadium became the landfill for the Westchester Premier Theatre.


The landfill was, needless to say, far from pristine, and the EPA determined we were secreting dirty water into the brook. They closed us down for eight months, until we fixed the violation. We had to add three steps to the back stage door, because the land had sunk an extra foot and a half due to the improper landfill. We were over budget and two years past the expected deadline, but when it was finished, it was gorgeous.


Ralph Alswang, who designed the Gershwin Theatre in Manhattan, was our designer. The lobby was blue, with a bar in the center and red and white striped candy carts at either side that sold penny candies like Mary Janes and licorice out of white paper bags. Alswang would complain, “You’re ruining my avant-garde theater with candy carts.”


“Stay out of our moneymakers,” DePalma would say.


There was Premier East, a sit-down club-style restaurant, and Premier West, where a buffet dinner was served. They were run by my friend Billy Losapio. He was the youngest brother of Gregory and Sergio, who had their own restaurants in White Plains. I brought Billy in for his loyalty and understanding of the restaurant business and local community. Billy was also very savvy to the local wiseguys who went through the neighborhood restaurants.


“You’ve got to be careful,” Billy warned. “These are not the type of guys you are used to doing business with.”


The theater itself was done in shades of red. In order to fit thirty-five hundred seats, we designed the two ends of the seating at ninety-degree angles, around a half-moon-shaped stage. It seemed like an optimal use of space, but the end result was that the people in the two ends saw mostly the performer’s profile.


On March 24, 1975, we opened the Westchester Premier Theatre to a sellout crowd. It was the biggest accomplishment of my professional life to that point. All our friends came. Women showed up in cocktail dresses, bell bottoms, and furs and men wore jackets and ties, a step up from the popular leisure suit of the day. I was in my best suit and Micky was absolutely beautiful.


Diana Ross, a huge international star, was performing. All the local papers covered it and we were the talk of the town.


Walking through the packed house was a thrill and everyone involved could feel the excitement. Still, there was a part of me that couldn’t wait for the night to be over with. Behind the glamour and sparkle, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to go terribly wrong.


In retrospect, I should have put the theater in Chapter 11 the day it opened, but given the circumstances I found myself in, there’s no telling how that might have turned out. The truth is, Westchester Premier Theatre was in trouble from the start.


Over the next few days, as I looked at the gross profit margins from the food and liquor, I realized the numbers didn’t add up.


“Something is wrong,” Billy said when he looked over the books. “These gross profit percentages are crazy.” We were expecting at least twice as much.


I took a walk over to DePalma’s office, next to the box office.


“Hey, Greg, we had a 15 percent profit on the liquor last night. That’s really low. How’s that possible at the prices we’re charging?”


“It’s opening week,” he said. “We’re buying people drinks and there’s a lot of spillage.”


When the pattern stayed consistent over the next couple of weeks, I became convinced things were going south and that this wasn’t going to be an easy fix. I knew I had a problem but I was thirty-seven years old, with the arrogance of youth and the ambition of someone who wanted to be somebody. Though I didn’t grow up poor in a financial sense, poor is often a state of mind. My wife’s parents were wealthier than we were and I wanted to at least be able to give her and my children the lifestyle Micky had grown up with. It’s not an excuse, but perhaps it’s an explanation for why I didn’t hightail it away from the Westchester Premier Theatre when I realized I had little control over what was going on. There was another reason that weighed heavily on my mind.


I went back to Greg’s office.


“This is ridiculous. The gross profit on the liquor is 50 percent of what it should be,” I said.


He looked up from his desk. “Mind your own business,” he said.


DePalma was intimidating. He was a bit taller than I and in reasonable shape, but it wasn’t his physical stature that bothered me. A few years earlier, DePalma had asked me to take a ride out to Rosedale, in Queens. The Italian-American Civil Rights League had purchased a plot of land to build a camp for underprivileged New York City youth and he wanted to stop by a gathering that was being held there. The league was formed to combat negative stereotypes against Italian-Americans and boasted tens of thousands of members, many who came out for their rallies.


Cars were parked all over the grass of the 250-acre plot of land. There were probably a couple of hundred people socializing. We had driven my light blue Coupe de Ville Cadillac, which had a phone in it. Car phones were rare in the 1970s and required an extra, larger radio antenna for reception. The phone made me more efficient and I considered it a necessary extravagance. The phone, a plain black handset, was mounted on the front console of the car and had no dial or keypad. When you picked up the receiver a mobile operator answered. You gave her your number and the number you were calling and she made the connection.


DePalma and I were talking to some people near the car when a casually dressed guy with thinning hair wandered over to it. He looked around and then called out to DePalma.


“Hey, Greg, can I see you for a minute,” which did not sound like a question.


It was a short conversation. When DePalma came back he said, “Eliot, I need you to do me a favor. I want you to give your phone to my friend over there. He’s going to send some of his buddies to take it out of your car and I’ll replace the whole thing next week.”


“What?” I said.


“I need you to do this, Eliot.”


I watched two men in slacks and sport shirts nonchalantly dismantle the phone and antenna with nothing less than professional speed and efficiency.


Later that night, DePalma called me and said the man he gave my phone to was Joe Colombo, the founder of the Italian-American Civil Rights League and the head of one of the five New York crime families. I canceled my number. DePalma never replaced the phone and I never asked. I bought a new one.


So when DePalma told me to “worry about my side of the theater,” meaning the business side, and he would worry about his, meaning the operations, I backed off.


I did what I could do. I worked on booking the best and biggest acts I could find, including Sammy Davis Jr., Engelbert Humperdinck, Tom Jones, Liberace, and Cher.


I was hoping the theater would grow in popularity and we would entice more season ticket holders. It was a lot of long shots and a constant source of anxiety but at this point I thought the worst thing that could happen was that the theater would go broke. In retrospect, that would have been the best thing that could have happened.


Of all the performers, no one generated as much publicity as Frank Sinatra, but it had nothing to do with his singing.















FIVE



In 1976 and 1977, Frank Sinatra did more than thirty mostly sold-out shows at Westchester, including several shows with Dean Martin. I, along with everyone else who worked there, was a Sinatra fan.


“Mr. S., if there is anything you need, just ask me,” I remember saying as we shook hands for the first time.


I would go backstage before and after the concerts to say hello to Sinatra and his crew and make sure everything was going as planned. Jilly Rizzo, a restaurateur and Sinatra’s longtime friend, confidant, and bodyguard, was usually there. Jilly was a tall rectangle of a man. He was six feet three inches, with broad, square shoulders. You could identify the outline of his body from a block away. He was always tan, wore distinctive aviator glasses with black and gold frames, and had come to head Sinatra’s security, after his son Joey took over the popular Jilly’s Bar on West Fifty-Second Street in Manhattan. Jilly grew up on the mean streets of the Lower East Side and knew how to take care of himself. He had known Sinatra since the 1950s and I could tell by the relaxed nature of their relationship that they shared a special bond.


Mickey Rudin, Sinatra’s thickset, boisterous attorney, would fly in from Los Angeles. His brash, rough-around-the-edges style and Harvard degree made him a star among entertainment lawyers. He even had small parts in a few films. Rudin was quick-witted and usually wore a suit and tie.


They would go to dinner after the concerts, and often Sinatra expanded the group to include some locals and occasionally DePalma and me. I had to wake up early in the morning, so I went only if they were eating nearby. We usually went to one of Losapio’s brothers’ restaurants, Gregory’s or Sergio’s. Over time, we all became friendly and I was always available if Mr. S. needed me.


One night backstage, Jilly told me Sinatra had had a fight with his girlfriend Barbara Marx, a beautiful blond former Las Vegas showgirl who had been married to Zeppo Marx, the straight man of the Marx Brothers. Sinatra threw her clothes into the hallway of the Waldorf-Astoria Towers, where he stayed when in New York. After she collected her things, Jilly took Barbara to the airport and she headed back to the west coast. I had no idea what to make of the story. It was none of my business and I figured if Jilly wanted me to know more, he would tell me. I didn’t ask questions.


A few days later, I was backstage in the reception area outside Sinatra’s dressing room, talking with the group that would be joining him for dinner. Sinatra called me in. He was putting his shirt on for the show.


“Hey, Eliot.”


“Yeah, Mr. S. What can I do for you?”


“During the show, three songs from the end, take the limo and go pick up Jackie Onassis at her apartment on Fifth Avenue. Bring her over to Separate Tables and I’ll meet you there.”


“Sure, Boss.”


It didn’t take much to conclude that he had a limited selection of people in that room available to send, and I guess he figured I was the most presentable. This was certainly the most important thing Sinatra had ever asked me to do.


He told Jilly to tell the rest of the group to be on their best behavior.


I was a Kennedy supporter, and I should have been excited to meet our former first lady, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, but this was for Sinatra. It was work and I had to stay focused. By the time the driver pulled up to her place, she was waiting in the lobby. She was very elegant.


“Mrs. Onassis,” I said. “Mr. S. asked me to escort you to the restaurant.”


I was a little nervous. She was calm and soft-spoken. She made me feel relaxed. We made small talk in the limo about the theater and Sinatra’s concerts. We arrived at Separate Tables, a casual Italian restaurant owned by Sinatra’s friend Lou Pacella.


Sinatra was always an impeccable gentleman. He stood up for women when they came to the table; he lit their cigarettes, held doors, and never swore in front of a lady. But you could tell by the way he treated Jackie O. that she was special, a cut above the rest. She was refined, even demure, and of course there was a whole mystique to her life of celebrity and tragedy.


We were all seated at a rectangular table and they were seated next to each other in the middle. Sinatra was unusually attentive and reserved.


He had met her when she was first lady and it has been reported that many years later, after the death of her second husband, Greek shipping tycoon Aristotle Onassis, Jackie O. and Sinatra had a brief fling.


This night, the other guys and I could all tell Sinatra was smitten. There were eight or ten of us, and only one other woman besides Jackie O. Everyone was on guard and, as Jilly had warned, on their best behavior. Unlike our usual raucous dinners, no one spoke loudly and there was not a curse word all night. Of all the dinners I would come to have with Sinatra, this was the most boring.


I think Sinatra wanted to lighten things up. So, after dinner we left for the Rainbow Room, the famous rooftop restaurant and club at Rockefeller Center, where Sinatra’s pal and sometime opening act, comedian Pat Henry, was performing.


We had a few cars with drivers waiting for us. Sinatra, Jackie O., Jilly, and I took one of the limos and the others followed behind. Sinatra and Jackie O. sat in the back and Jilly and I were in the two seats that faced them. There must have been a press leak, because by the time we pulled up to the entrance on West Forty-Ninth Street, there were several photographers waiting.


Jilly jumped out of the car first and asked the paparazzi to please refrain from taking photos and clear the way so everyone could go into the building. Jilly was not the Secret Service, so it’s not surprising that in the next instant, cameras and fists were flying.


Jackie, who did not want to be photographed in the middle of a melee, bolted for the brass revolving doors.


When Sinatra, Jilly, and I entered the building, Sinatra looked around the lobby.


“Where is she?” he said.


Jackie had made her way through the lobby and down the hallway of brass-inlaid black terrazzo floors, to the bank of elevators that went directly to the Rainbow Room. She was waiting there with the white-gloved elevator attendant. We rode silently to the sixty-fifth floor.


The scuffle changed the dynamic of the evening. I don’t know exactly what was going through Sinatra’s mind, but I believe he was worried when he walked into the building and couldn’t find her. He was used to taking care of women. Or perhaps he thought she didn’t want to be photographed with him. Whatever it was, he was also tired, and as the night went on, he seemed to lose interest in her. We watched Pat Henry’s show and after a drink or two he asked me to take Mrs. Onassis home. Sinatra and Jilly went back to the hotel in a separate limo. During the car ride, Jackie told me she ran off because she was scared. A few days later, when I was hanging around backstage, Sinatra told me he wished he had never sent Barbara home.


Sinatra had his chances with many women, and despite enormous pressure from his children to go back to his first wife, Nancy, in retrospect it is clear to me that he truly loved Barbara.


He never said no to her and there was nothing she wouldn’t do for him. They reconciled, and within months, on July 11, 1976, Frank Sinatra and Barbara Marx were married.


A few months earlier, Sinatra was in the middle of ten sold-out performances at the Westchester Premier Theatre. One night, DePalma called me and said, “Carl is coming to the show tonight.”


“You mean our barber?” I said, thinking he meant the man who cut our hair in Eastchester.


“No. Big Carl is coming to the show.”


Bad idea.


“Big Carl” was how everyone who knew him and wasn’t with law enforcement referred to Carlo Gambino, the Sicilian-born head of the Gambino crime family and the reputed “boss of bosses” of the crime syndicate. My associates in the theater were small potatoes compared to Big Carl.


“Sorry, Greg. I can’t make it. I have to do something with Micky and the kids tonight.”


That was a lie. It was a gut reaction but I believe this was the best decision I ever made in my life.


The next day, DePalma called me. “What a picture we got last night. You should have been there.”


Immediately my palms began to sweat. “What’s the picture?”


He rattled off names and I ticked off titles in my head. It was a who’s-who of mob big shots: Paul Castellano, the man who would eventually succeed Carlo Gambino as the head of the family; reputed mobster Tommy Marson; Carlo Gambino, the “boss of bosses”; Aladena “Jimmy the Weasel” Fratianno, who later turned state’s evidence and went into the witness protection program; Salvatore Spatola, a convicted heroin and cocaine trafficker; reputed capo Joseph Gambino; Richard Fusco, who became consigliere of the Colombo crime family; and of course DePalma. And there was Sinatra, right in the middle, with his arms around DePalma and Marson.
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