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      This book is dedicated to my best friend and the rock of my life: my father Joe D’Angelo, who is still happy and healthy.

         I also devote this book to my very dear friend and partner Barry Sherman, who has been like a brother; and finally, to all

         the hard working dreamers of the world.

      


      

      Remember, tough times don’t last. Tough people do.
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CHAPTER 1



      

      The Making of a Businessman


      

      My father had a small furniture store in Sicily, but life was hard in post WWII Italy. My uncle, great uncle and great aunt,

         immigrated to a place where the grass was indeed greener on the other side. That place was Canada.

      


      

      Several of my father’s first cousins had immigrated to Montreal, so it was no great surprise that my father would go to Canada

         as well. In 1957, he sold everything and moved to Halifax. He was twenty-six, and my mother was only eighteen and pregnant

         with my sister Cathy. Joanne, my other sister, was two-and-a-half.

      


      

      They took the train from Halifax to Toronto, and Joanne became very ill. None of them spoke a word of English at the time,

         but they managed to get her to a doctor, who misdiagnosed her, believing her sickness to be a bout of the flu. It turned out

         to be meningitis. By the time my father got her to the Hospital for Sick Children, it was too late. Joanne had contracted

         meningitis on the train, leaving her handicapped and mentally challenged for the rest of her life.

      


      

      My young parents and my baby sisters moved into a house with my uncle, my uncle’s wife, and other relatives who lived upstairs.

         I came along in 1959. So now my father had three kids, was driving a truck delivering furniture, and going to night school.

         He came from a decent upper-class family in Sicily, and he was doing everything he could to make his family survive.

      


      

      My mother took a job as a seamstress with Tip Top Tailors, doing piecework for 5 cents an hour. I remember like it was yesterday.

         We went to pick her up from work one day, and I started crying. There were all these people with sewing machines, and it was

         overwhelming. She was just a kid.

      


      

      We were living with three other families in one house, and I slept in one room with both my parents and my sisters. My uncle

         had a TV, but we weren’t allowed to go watch it. Italians are funny that way. It would be like we were imposing if we were

         to barge in and watch the TV, so we’d sit around the kitchen table. Despite the enormous pressure my father was under, he

         was very witty and would entertain us. I still go to visit that house every once in a while.

      


      

      It was an incredible feeling of freedom and accomplishment when we finally moved into our own place with our own stove, and our own made-in-Montreal Roy fridge. We even had a little Marconi black and white TV.

      


      

      We used to sit on the stoop as the only Italian family on the street. At that time, there was a bit of prejudice against Italians.

         Police would push us off the street, and we weren’t allowed to congregate. People looked at us as though we were exotic creatures.

         It was weird for them to see guys with no shirts on drinking milk out of little cartons, and we were something of a novelty.

         Thanks to my mom, who meant well, I got the crap kicked out of me by a guy in grade two because I was dressed like a sailor,

         with knee-high socks and Italian shoes. I looked like a male version of Sailor Moon. God bless her and all that, but geez,

         what the hell was she thinking when she put together that ensemble? Canadians wore jeans and plaid shirts, and they had their

         hair greased back and wore big-soled shoes. In Italy, it was only farmers and poor people who wore denim. Everyone else dressed

         in linen, cotton and wool.

      


      

      I went to a WASP school, and people were staring at me because they never saw an “Eye-talian” before. I was a kindergarten

         kid, and the other kids were yapping their mouths about my haberdashery, but even a five-year-old Italian has to stand up

         for himself when he’s being disrespected. They were calling me pansy, and asking where my lollipop was. But here’s where they

         really, really crossed the line. They asked if I was still sucking on my mommy’s tit. You do not disrespect an Italian’s mother, and you certainly don’t talk about anything remotely sexual in reference

         to an Italian’s mother. I went at those three pint-sized stooges with both fists flying. “Talk about my mom, eh? Think I’m

         a pansy, do you?” I was throwing punches and kicks like a UFC wannabe. There was going to be hell to pay, and indeed there

         was: they kicked the shit out of me. But hey, they were older, and it was three against one. Regardless, let it be said that

         even as a kindergarten kid, little Frankie D’Angelo never backed down from a fight, even when the odds were totally stacked

         against him. That first day of school in Canada was certainly the most memorable experience of my life. And I still have the

         bruises to prove it.

      


      

      In 1966, my father bought a semi-detached backsplit in the far north of Toronto, and was criticized by his entire family for

         moving way out to the “boondocks.” That was a massive culture shock for us, because that was a very, very middle-class Anglo-Saxon

         area. It was standard parlance to call Italians “wops” or “dagos” in this neighbourhood; and as astute readers will no doubt

         recall: you can’t just diss an Italian. I got into a lot of fights (even though I wasn’t even wearing my sailor suit anymore).

      


      

      A German family lived in the house next door, and they treated us so good. The house on the other side was a little different. It was the time of the hippies, and their son would sit on the roof and do acid.

      


      

      My mom was an impeccable cook, which is where I get my cooking talents. My father has always been a conscientious entrepreneur

         and an explorer, and had gone to France prior to his marriage. He was always very resourceful, and he opened a successful

         driving school for Italian newcomers. The whole street came over to see our first colour TV: a Zenith 26-inch console. It

         was amazing, and my father bought a brand new 1970 Mercury Cougar XR-7 Eliminator. My uncle, who had criticized us for moving

         to the “boondocks,” moved up there too.

      


      

      It was there that I first became an entrepreneur with a catalogue service, and I had to borrow money from my dad to buy the

         stuff. My dream was to get my own paper route, but the Toronto Telegram wouldn’t take me because I was only eleven. I decided

         I’d start my own Toronto Telegram route without the blessings of the Telegram, and I went into the variety story and bought

         four newspapers that I peddled from door to door. I went up to five, six, seven, and then eight papers; and I would buy TV

         Guides and sell them door-to-door too. How lucrative was this for me? I made, in a word: fuck-all. This was because I was

         selling the papers and TV Guides for the exact same price as I was purchasing them. But there was method to my madness. I

         just wanted to prove to the paper’s powers-that-be that I could handle a route, despite my age. Two older friends of mine had a thirty, and a forty-five-customer

         route apiece; and I had my eye on buying those paper routes. Back in those days, you could sell your paper route, so I bought

         them with cash I had saved up, and consolidated them with my own now twenty-customer paper route. I grew the whole thing to

         238 customers. I’d go door to door. Knock knock, “Hi, how are you? So sorry to bother you at dinnertime. My name’s Frank D’Angelo

         and—ahhr, that dinner smells good! You are lucky people.” I charmed them.

      


      

      This was my first taste of independence. I used to feel totally helpless and humiliated whenever I needed money and I’d have

         to ask for it. Now, I didn’t have to ask my father for any money. I opened up a bank account and remember buying a book at

         the drugstore, then going into Woolco and sitting at the lunch counter to do my books, so to speak, and eat a nice restaurant

         meal. And I’d always make sure I kept an extra nickel to buy a cream puff. You were a real shooter if you were walking down

         the street biting into a cream puff. Hey, this was a big deal.

      


      

      I soon had five other guys working my paper route, and had subcontracted the delivery work out because it was just too much

         for me. There was no monetary incentive. I’d take them to Steve’s Restaurant on Pellett Street and buy them a hamburger and fries afterwards. It was a real cool thing.

      


      

      I turned this enterprise into a well-oiled machine. On Saturdays, I’d have one guy doing the flyers, and another guy doing

         the TV Guides. I befriended the guys driving the truck to get to me earlier, and I’d give them one of my mom’s homemade sandwiches.

         They took care of me. My papers were always wrapped to protect them from snow and rain, and they gave me cutters to cut through

         the steel bands.

      


      

      I bought granny grocery carts and took the Telegram newspapers and sprayed them with varnish, then encased them in plastic.

         I was making $15 a month, which was big money. You could get a half-decent bike for $15. I bought my gorgeous Bauer skates

         at Jerry’s Budget Centre – You Name It We Got It. Jewish people always brought me luck. I used to get a kick out of how they

         talked: very sarcastic with a dry sense of humour. Jerry and I got along great. He gave me great independence because he would

         allow me to obtain stuff on credit, paying it off little by little on a monthly basis.

      


      

      When I gave up my newspaper business, I sold my routes for $150; which for a kid back then was a gazillion dollars. I turned

         that $150 into $2,500 thanks to my catalogue business. I’d go to Jerry and ask him if he wanted to sell anything, and then

         I’d peddle it door to door.

      


      

      There was a company that made mop ends: a piece of plastic with a sponge in it. They’d throw them out if some little thing

         were wrong with them. So I said to the guy at the factory, “Hey, instead of trashing them, can I have them?” When my dad got

         home that evening, the entire garage was filled from floor to ceiling with these things.

      


      

      In 1972, when I was twelve years old, I sold every single one of those mop heads for 15 cents apiece. And they were free!

         I could never find the supposed defect. I’d say, “Hey, you got a broom? Just stick it in here, and badda-bing, badda-boom,

         you got yourself a beautiful sponge mop.” Now, I’ve got to be honest. Most people didn’t need this plastic sponge thing, they

         were just buying it so I’d shut the fuck up and go away. At one house, I got chased away because I sold one to the lady at

         the front door, and another to the man at the back door. Every day I’d come home with $5, $7, or $10 from selling them at

         15 cents a brush. I made $600, 15 cents at a time, on an investment of zero.

      


      

      My success only encouraged me further. At a coin-operated car wash, I’d hang around with a giant shammy and ask people if

         they wanted me to dry off their cars. Some would say, “Go fuck yourself.” The odd pervert would say, “Do you wanna come for

         a ride?” But most people would throw me 50 cents or a buck. The cheap bastards would give me a quarter.

      


      

      On a gorgeous summer Sunday, I’d wake up at 5:30 a.m. and say to myself, “I’m gonna make a lot of scratch today.” So I’d go

         down there early to grab my spot, because a lot of rats began to copy me. They couldn’t compete. I had change (yes, I carried

         a float), I had buckets, I had wax, and I had the best shammies you could buy. I’d buy them from Cruickshank Motors, which

         is where I got the idea from watching the guys at the dealership prep new cars.

      


      

      The treat for me after working my ass off all day Sunday, was to go to this Greek restaurant and change my coins into paper

         money; because I loved the paper money. They’d make me meatloaf with gravy and fries, and that was a glorious Sunday for me.

      


      

      Now, a couple of times, there would be these big shooters who would drop by in their enormous Cadillacs and Lincolns. They’d

         have the white pants with the flowered shirt and the huge cigar dangling from their mouths, and would hang out at the Beverly

         Hills Motor Hotel on Wilson Avenue. They were real shooters.

      


      

      I remember one guy, I don’t know what he did, but he would show up at the Beverly Hills Hotel at least once a month in a cream-coloured

         Cadillac Coupe de Ville. He was dressed to the nines with a gold Rolex on his wrist. It was the first time I ever saw a Rolex.

         He pulled in with his gorgeous car, and he saw me sitting on my bucket. He said, “Hey kid, you running a business here?” And

         I said, “Yes sir.” “Don’t call me sir,” he replied from behind this huge cigar. “Call me Big Al. So what do you do, kid?” Well, I

         went into sales pitch mode about how stupid it is for people to come to a car wash and not do a good job. So my job is to

         make sure the car looks good after you wash it. When he asked me what I charged, I said whatever you want. And if you don’t

         like the job, you pay me nothing. I told him to go across the street and have a cigar in the best restaurant in the world.

         Naturally, I told Big Al to tell the people in the restaurant that he was referred by Frank D’Angelo, which would mean free

         fish and chips for me later. What can I say? Entrepreneurism is always about maximizing returns.

      


      

      I took that car and cleaned it inside out and upside down. I shammied it. I vacuumed it. I got down on my hands and knees

         and took every millimetre of grease out of the hubcaps. I did everything to that car. I made it spic ’n’ span. I waxed it.

         I swear I made that thing look better than new. When Big Al got back, he looked at the car and said, “Holy fuck! You are the

         best.” He reached into his pocket and gave me a $100 bill. A U.S. $100 bill! I had yet to gaze upon a $100 bill with a portrait

         of Benjamin Franklin on it. And there it was, in my hands, courtesy of Big Al. I was gobsmacked. I didn’t know what to say.

         Then I thought, what if this whole enchilada isn’t for me? What if Big Al is expecting change… and a lot of change at that? “You know, Big Al,” I said, “you kind of caught me at a disadvantage here. I don’t got no change. I mean, I got change;

         but not change for a hundred.” Big Al looked me straight in the eye and said, “Hey kid, did I ask you for change?”

      


      

      I think it was at that moment that I truly aspired to be a Big Al myself—someone with a killer car, good threads and a wad

         of cash. To this day, I have no idea what business Big Al was in, but I knew if I continued to work hard I’d enjoy the fruits

         of that labour. As for that US$100 bill; I decided not to tell my dad. I mean, this was one hundred fuckin’ dollars in 1972;

         so I put it in my secret bank account.

      


      

      I saw Big Al again a month later. He had driven up from Buffalo, and there was this magnificent woman in his car. She had

         red shoes with a red purse and this off-white dress with little red flowers. She looked exactly like Marilyn Monroe. In fact,

         I even thought it was Marilyn Monroe at first glance. So I did Big Al’s car again, and Big Al says, “Hey kid, want to go to

         the Beverly Hills Hotel? Say, Anne-Marie, how about we bring the kid with us to lunch?” I told Big Al he didn’t have to do

         that, and he looked at me with those intense eyes of his, took the cigar out of his mouth, and said, “Listen to me, kid. If

         someone invites you someplace and they’re your friends, you don’t turn them down.”

      


      

      And off we went to Beverly Hills for lunch, where I ate stuff I had never seen before.

      


      

      I learned that if you busted your ass and did something that was beyond people’s expectations—the rewards are great.


      

   

      

      

      
CHAPTER 2



      

      Singing for My Supper


      

      Like so many people of my generation, I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard that The Beatles were calling it quits and pursuing

         solo careers. I mean, they were the freaking Beatles—the most successful rock ’n’ roll band of all time. “More popular than

         Jesus!” Surely, the tales of acrimony within the band were falsified. After all, The Beatles were reeling in gazillions of

         dollars, singing about peace, love and harmony, and all that touchy-feely stuff. How could it be that John, Paul, George and

         Ringo could barely stand the sight of one another?

      


      

      Of course, as a know-nothing kid who thought he knew everything, I wasn’t fully able to comprehend the tensions that are inherent

         to the band lifestyle, the creative process, and the endless touring. That is, of course, until I formed a band myself a few

         years later. Then I fully understood the sort of acrimony that blossoms when one is placed in such a pressure-cooker situation.

      


      

      In fact, I think the only incredulous thing about The Beatles breaking up is that it didn’t happen sooner. All you need is love? When you’re trying to make a band work and you’re dealing with diverse personalities and myriad visions

         and different work ethics, you don’t need love—you need a rocket launcher. Now you know the real source of inspiration for

         Bruce Cockburn’s ode to weaponry. I have no idea how some of the longest running bands out there, like The Rolling Stones

         and U2, keep it together. But back when I didn’t know any better, the idea of being in a touring rock band had enormous appeal

         for me. Indeed, by the time I was seventeen, I really wanted to branch out from my maniacal moneymaking lifestyle, and nurture

         my creative side for a change. I wanted to sing… and not just in the shower.

      


      

      By this point in my life, I was working full-time at Maher Shoes in Toronto’s Yorkdale Mall during the summer months, and

         part-time while attending high school. In those days, the salary was $1.65 per hour, or 6 percent commission. Was Frank D’Angelo

         able to sell shoes as a 17-year-old? Allow me to be blunt: I never got paid “by the hour” in my entire fucking life! The hourly

         wage earners at the store were the sort of ham-and-eggers who’d be hard-pressed to sell a steak to a starving man. They’d

         be relegated to the kiddie section where a pair of children’s shoes would sell for about $6. No thanks. That wasn’t my bag.

         Instead, I worked in the men’s section of Maher, and at the time, the cat’s ass in men’s footwear was Rand. A pair of Rand shoes sold for $39.95. So, if you could sell twenty pairs of shoes at $40 a pair in one shift—this

         totalled a whopping $800. At 6 percent commission, that was some serious scratch for a teenager in the early 1970s. Mind you,

         when it came to selling shoes, in typical Frank D’Angelo style, I’d pull out all the stops. Put another way, my favourite

         Yiddish word is “chutzpah.” It means sheer gall, brazen nerve, and pure audacity. I employed chutzpah galore as a shoe salesman.

      


      

      I’m almost ashamed to admit this now, but on those days when business was barren at Maher, I didn’t sit around twiddling my

         thumbs or doing a crossword puzzle. Instead, I’d go out on safari within Yorkdale Mall and look for customers. And where does

         one hunt for people interested in purchasing shoes? Well, at other shoe stores of course! Thus, I’d stroll over to Thom McAn

         and poach… er—I mean persuade Thom McAn shoppers to come down to Maher for their footwear needs. I’d tell them, “Guys, what’re

         ya doin’ wasting your time here? Come over to my store and check out the superior quality. Check out the incredible prices!

         The last time these guys had a fashionable pair of shoes, the guy on the back of the five dollar bill was prime minister.”

         Incredibly, these shoppers would often follow me out of Thom McAn’s and down to Maher. It was as if I was some sort of Pied

         Piper of the footwear set. Oh my God, did the Thom McAn people—as well as anyone else selling shoes at Yorkdale at the time—hate my fucking guts. When I look into the rear-view mirror

         of 20/20 hindsight, I can’t believe a posse of shoe salesmen didn’t ambush me in the mall’s parking lot at closing time. One

         thing is for certain: I would’ve deserved such a beating.
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