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  Praise for Lou Macaluso and In Search of Sal




  




  “...when Lou Macaluso contacted me to ask if I could find the time to read his not yet published book In Search of Sal, I told him I was overwhelmed with projects for the next two months but send it and I would try to get to it. It arrived last night and I made the mistake of reading the first couple of pages and then could not put it down till I finished it. A friendship that develops in High School between Tony and Sal and then gets lost after graduation takes you on a journey that involves mystery, suspense, murder ,fraud, love affairs and courage. Compelling reading. Bravo Home Boy, Bravo!”—Tom Dreesen, entertainer, actor, author.




  




  




  "Murder in Hollywood—a twisting story loaded with eccentrics, egos, and eroticism of every stripe, Hop aboard this La-La Land express and enjoy the ride."—Robert Goldsborough, author of Archie Meets Nero Wolfe, a prequel to Rex Stout's classic detective series.




  




  




  "When a character actor dies, an old friend risks everything to search for answers, finding fraud and murder in the layers beneath Hollywood's glamorous surface. In Search of Sal has a nostalgic heart and a noir soul.”—Clare O'Donohue, Author of The Kate Conway Mysteries & The Someday Quilts Mysteries, President of Midwest Mystery Writers of America www.clareodonohue.com
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  Déjà Vu, Italian Style (forthcoming next volume in the Tony Morelli mystery series)
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  Dedication




  To Stanley James DeSantis; his sisters: Loretta Kartch, Madeline Ronne, and Andrea Veleta; his parents: Virginia DeSantis, Andrew DeSantis; his brother-in-law, Richard Kartch; Stan’s nieces and nephews.




  My quest to find my friend Stanley, film-TV actor and multimillionaire t-shirt manufacturer, inspired me to write this mystery/novel. Any similarities to real events or real persons, living or dead, are strictly coincidental.
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  "Hollywood is a place where they'll pay you a thousand dollars for a kiss and fifty cents for your soul." —Marilyn Monroe




  




  Contributed by Jeanne L. Clark, Jan Dwyer, Nancy Hinrichs Bagge, and James Sartori




  




  




  




  




  “Dream as if you'll live forever. Live as if you'll die today.”—James Dean




  




  Contributed by Sherry Blue Stone




  





  




  




  




  IN SEARCH OF SAL




  




  




  Biographer Tony Morelli’s latest project, the life story of his deceased former high school friend, character actor and multi-millionaire entrepreneur Sal DeVanno, thrusts him into a Hollywood world of fraud, forgery and foul play.





  




  




  




  PROLOGUE




  




  7 August, nearly two years ago




  




  The “person of interest,” as the cops say, sits in the car, parked at the top of the driveway leading to Sal DeVanno’s mansion in the Hollywood Hills.




  Dampened brow.




  Cigarrette dangling from the lips. Spotlights illuminate the Hollywood sign miles to the right. At left, the darkened mansion and guesthouse, darker now than ever before. But the darkness is good, the person thinks. It hides the ominous secrets left behind. It’s almost like a movie. Sal appeared in so many movies as a character actor. He got his big break as a regular in the 1976 mini-series Rich Man, Poor Man, then his chilling portrayal of Howard Thomas Peel in Windy City and recently his convincing interpretation of Cecil B. DeMille in Fly Boy. He had appeared in over eighty major films and TV shows and worked with respected artists such as Streep, Nicholson, Benigni, Scorsese, De Niro, Stallone and hundreds more, many of whom parked on this very driveway and enjoyed the company of Sal DeVanno at one or more of his infamous dinner parties. On top of all that, he built a multimillion dollar pro basketball accessory and memorabilia business and held the licensing rights for properties including The Bulls, The Lakers, Magic Johnson t-shirts, and Michael Jordan caps.




  Now he lay inside, starring in his own death.




  But Sal’s first love was always the movies.




  “What was Sal’s favorite film?”the person asks into the darkness. It’s a trivial question, but pursuing the answer gives the person a strange solace, a calmness, relief from the anxiety of thinking about all that had happened this night inside Sal’s mansion and guesthouse.




  A heavy sigh follows the words “Can’t remember.”




  A glowing cigarette arcs from the car window and into one of the potted palm plants bordering the drive. The engine starts and the car descends quietly like an alley cat down the steep winding driveway and toward the iron gate.




  A dog’s mournful cry echoes from within the guesthouse and resonates into the night.




  





  




  




  




  PART I




  




  OAK PARK, ILLINOIS




  





  




  




  




  
The Sopranos Message





  May 9th, 12:04 a.m.




  




  “Sal’s dead.”




  Tony Morelli had been sound asleep. He recognized the raspy voice of Mick, his friend for over forty years and now his literary agent for the past five, on the phone.




  Still half asleep, Tony answered, “Two questions. First, I have a list of people who can call me after midnight, and your name isn’t on it, so why are you calling me? Second, who the fuck did you say was dead?”




  “Sal, that guy you knew from high school. He graduated with us. You were in some plays with him.”




  No, Tony thought, Sal couldn’t have died, not before I called him, not before we could laugh at our stupid, sick jokes again. An image of Sal always sparked and glowed in his memory whenever he’d see his name in the credits of a movie or television show. The image is set in their empty high school theater. Sal strolls quietly across the dimly lit stage. From the last row, he looks like a roly-poly kid eating a candy bar—a tiny version of Jackie Gleason or maybe Nathan Lane. A close-up reveals a crop of loosely curled jet black hair, a pudgy face and his characteristic introspective grin, ready to break out into uninhibited, uproarious laughter at any stupid comment, a pratfall, or an off-color joke.




  As a senior, Tony enrolled in Theater Workshop, an elective course for tenth through twelfth graders. That’s where he met Sal.




  Sal went on to New York and Hollywood and became a well-known character actor in television and movies, or really a well-known face. He also had some kind of t-shirt or sweatshirt business that made him a multi-millionaire, Tony recalled and felt an irrational emotion. Yes, it seemed irrational because he hadn’t talked with Sal in over thirty years, and yet he missed him. And somehow Tony knew he’d miss Sal for the rest of his life.




  “Jesus. How’d you hear about this?”




  “I was watching a rerun of The Sopranos. At the end there was just a written message on the screen; it read: ‘In memory of Salvatore James DeVanno.’ Sal played a hit man, Rocky, Rocco or something like that, in a few episodes.”




  “Let me move to the living room, so I don’t wake up Pauline. I’ll call you back on my cell,” Tony said like a kid trying to hide a secret from his parents. He hung up the landline phone on the nightstand, left the bedroom, shut the door as if it were made of glass and called Mick on his cell phone.




  “Okay, Mick, There must be another reason you called. Otherwise, you would have waited until morning to tell me about Sal.”




  “Your next book.”




  “What?”




  “Your next book. We have a two book contract with Pendler Press. Your James Dean book was modestly successful here in the Midwest. Pendler said they’d like another Hollywood actor type book that would reach a broader audience. Here it is. You knew a Hollywood actor. Write a biography from that perspective.”




  “I don’t know, Mick. His face is familiar to everyone, but Salvatore James DeVanno isn’t exactly a household name.”




  “All the more reason. It’s never been done, and Sal worked and rubbed elbows with names the public will recognize, all the Hollywood biggies: Scorcese, DeNiro, Pitt and more.”




  “I still don’t know. The Dean book focused on James Dean’s sense of humor. You’re talking about an all out biography. That’s a helluva lot of work. I’d have to think about it.”




  “Well, don’t think too long. Our Pendler contract expires sooner than you think, and if you don’t come up with an idea soon, they won’t extend it. And don’t forget you’ve got that book signing at Barbara’s Bookstore tomorrow.”




  “I’ll talk to ya,” Tony said and hung up. He looked at the glass patio door that led to the apartment balcony. His image reflected back to him. He liked what he saw. The darkness hid the graying of his once thick, black curly hair. The refracted light made his six-foot frame looked slimmer than reality. This reflection reminded him of his younger self.




  Tony sat on the couch and remembered his high school years as if he were viewing them through a translucent pane of glass. He had spent three years trying to convince himself and the West Chicago High School coaching staff that he was an all-American running back, champion wrestler and track star; his athleticism (or lack thereof) betrayed his ambitions. But if fate denied him his sports hero dream, he would show them all when he became a rich and famous writer or movie star. Funny, he thought, I pursued the writer dream and Sal pursued the other. But Sal’s success overshadowed Tony’s. That thought left Tony with an uncomfortable feeling, envy.




  He prepared to tiptoe back to bed without waking Pauline, but it was too late.




  “Who was that?” she said. “As if I didn’t know.”




  Pauline stood leaning on the doorway between the bedroom and living room. She was Tony’s part-time-live-in girlfriend. He wanted to take their relationship to the next level, a full-time-live-together situation. Her diminutive hourglass frame and long billowing red hair disguised her true age, late forties, just a few years younger than Tony. Sure, she touched-up the gray with a little red dye, but she didn’t need to look younger. Her movements and personality expressed a youthful passion for life and everything she loved, which included music and Tony.




  “A movie actor friend of ours died, and Mick wants me to write his biography.”




  “I’m sorry. Were you close to this guy?”




  “That’s the weird part, Pauline. I mean, no, we weren’t close friends. I hung around with a whole different crowd in high school. But somehow there was a bond there. I admired him, even envied him at times.”




  Pauline looked away and hesitated before speaking. She spoke as if she were weighing her words, building tension or both. “Does the biography part mean you’ll be away for God knows how long?”




  “Let’s not get into that now.”




  “Damn, that’s how you lost your last . . . sorry.”




  Tony stared straight ahead. He recalled the bitter end of a twenty-two year marriage. His wife had had enough of her life as the spouse of a free-lance writer—sporadic assignments from magazine publishers that sent him all over the world on meager expense accounts and modest, at best, residuals. They divorced, and he moved from their condo in the Lincoln Park neighborhood of Chicago to an apartment in Oak Park, an historic suburb just west of the city. Oak Park was the boyhood home of Ernest Hemingway and the temporary home for gangsters during the 30s when things got too hot in Chicago. Somehow, Tony concluded that Oak Park fit him perfectly.




  “I’ll be back to bed in a little while, Pauline. You’ve got some heavy gigs coming up the next few nights. Get some sleep.”




  Pauline bowed her head, turned and shut the door behind her. She was a jazz/blues singer with a regionally popular band, Never Enough Blues. They played in all the important Chicago clubs: Kingston Mines, Blues on Clark, Ko Ko Taylor’s and Buddy Guy’s Legends.




  Tony went to the kitchen and poured himself a snifter of DiSaronno. The smooth amaretto liqueur always relax -ed him. Helped him think. Later, it would help him sleep. He reached over to the loose change jar on the counter and pulled out a shiny George Washington quarter.




  “Heads, I do the biography. Tails, I don’t.”




  His thumb flung the coin off his fist and into the air. It rattled on the table and settled to a halt. George’s balding head glared back at him.




  “Hell with it. I’ll think about it tomorrow,” he said and went back to bed.





  




  




  




  AUNT BEE AND THE ANSWER




  




  Tony’s first book, The Stagnant Clown, focused on the late actor/icon James Dean’s sense of humor. The title parodied David Dalton’s serious biography entitled The Mutant King. Mick, Tony and Pendler Press predicted it would rocket launch to the top of the bestseller lists.




  It didn’t; it did, however, produce enough book sales, to rate as a “modest success”according to Pendler execs. Pendler extended Tony’s contract. They agreed to publish one more non-fiction book. If it proved to be as successful on the national market as The Stagnant Clown was regionally, Pendler might offer Tony a lucrative contract for more books.




  Should he commit to writing Sal DeVanno’s biography for his next book?




  Tony weighed the pros and cons while he sat at a table inside Barbara’s Bookstore on South Halsted Street near the University of Illinois Chicago Campus. He hated these signings. Unless you were a celebrity or a well-known author like Ludlum, Tann or Steele, few people showed up. Even the store employees took pity on authors like Tony. After a few hours, they would stop by to chat with Tony and to feign interest.




  He made two columns: one labeled ‘pros,’ the other, ‘cons.’




  An Aunt-Bee-plus-twenty-years-looking lady stood at Tony’s table and contemplated the purchase of The Stagnant Clown for her great grandson. She thought the book might be about circuses, and Tony did little to correct her assumption.




  “My great grandson’s name is Jeffrey,” the lady said. “He’s never seen a real circus before. Could you please sign it and write: Happy Birthday, Jeffrey?”




  The pros, thought Tony: good idea for the next book; familiarity with the subject; chance for literary fame and fortune with a Tony Morelli Museum to rival the Ernest Hemingway Museum on Oak Park Avenue.




  “How much is the book?” she asked.




  “Sorry, ma’am, what was his name again?”




  “Jeffrey.”




  The cons: biographies are a lot of fucking work; possibly extensive travel, and, thus, the chance of losing another good woman; the chance of losing another good woman, and, of course, the chance of losing another good woman.




  “His name is Jeffrey,” she said again as if he were her hard-of-hearing husband, “and how much is the book?”




  “Twenty-four dollars.”




  Now a clearly irritated Aunt Bee fumbled through her purse and mumbled, “Pretty goddamn much for a circus book by an unknown author.”




  Tony agreed and signed the book.




  




  “Hello! Who is this?”




  Tony knew by the extra gravel and irritation in his voice that Mick had been sleeping like a baby.




  “Oh, sorry, did I wake you up? Gee, I thought it was okay to call people after midnight. I have a friend who thinks so, anyway.”




  “Fuck you.”




  Tony and Mick had been friends long enough to talk to each other that way and still remain friends. Tony wrote about his longtime relationship with Mick in an essay for Playboy magazine years earlier:




  




  MALE BONDING




  Whenever heterosexual men discuss male bonding, they lie. They spit out clichés such as “We’re old buddies. We go way back to when we played football together” or “Yeah, I know that guy, my beer buddy.” Male bonding isn’t about sports, drinking or any other pseudo-macho endeavor. It’s all about wanting to get laid and thinking the other guy knows the secret, so you hang together.




  Mick and I met in kindergarten. That’s right, not on the gridiron or under a barstool. Our bonding agent was a warm tile floor in a pre-primary school classroom commanded by a tyrant, kid-hating teacher, Miss Hickock. My sparse kindergarten recollections include rubbing a booger into Judy Tram’s fluffy white dress, sitting in a peddle car seat soaked with some kid’s urine and watching Mick resting his head on a girl’s (Mary, the six-year-old slut) lap during nap time while Miss Hickock slept.




  We didn’t see much of each other until the tenth grade. Mick attended parochial schools, and I went to public institutions. I don’t know why Mick left Mendel Catholic High School after his freshman year and enrolled at West Chicago High School where I attended, but the grin on his face when Mary stroked his crew-cut during nap time indicated that happiness to the pubescent Mick wasn’t four years at an all boys secondary school.




  Sadly, when we met again at WCHS, other than natural growth and a little more education, we hadn’t changed much. Mick still searched for a girl’s lap to rest his head, and I followed.




  One summer night before our junior year, we sat on the hood of my ’57 Chevy (nicknamed The Rebel) parked in the Palatine Dairy Queen parking lot, allegedly the greatest place to pick up girls on Chicago’s northwest side. We spent many nights there eating ice cream and watching other guys pick up girls. This night was different. Mick got a conversation going with a sexy redhead from Palatine High School. He convinced her to come back to his house in West Chicago. His family vacationed at Bass Lake, Indiana while he stayed home and worked at a summer job.




  Of course, she didn’t have a girlfriend for me, and, of course, we came in The Rebel, so I had to drive them there.




  When we got to Mick’s house, he told us, “Wait here a minute,” and ran to the front door where someone had taped a message.




  From the look on his face after he read the note, it might have read: WHEN YOU FINISH READING THIS, YOUR PENIS WILL FALL OFF. He raced to my opened window and said, “You two, get out of here! I mean, Tony, take her home. I mean, I lost my keys. Never mind. I’ll tell you later. Just get out of here!”




  Later, I learned that it was a message from his ex-girlfriend. They had recently broken up, and Mick was crushed. She wanted to reconcile, at least for that night while Mick had the house to himself.




  So, I was stuck driving a girl home who was interested in Mick, not me. We talked on the way back to Palatine, and it became clear that she wasn’t interested in Mick or me. Her goal for the night involved raping a horny teenage boy from a different high school. Luckily, “horny teenage boy” had been on my resume for the past several years.




  Thanks to Mick, I lost my virginity in the backseat of The Rebel on a dark Palatine, Illinois side street.




  




  “Okay, I’ll do it. Work the details out with Pendler. Tell them it’ll be a Best Seller, Pulitzer or Nobel Prize winner, whatever bullshit you usually say. Just make sure they allow plenty of time for research, so I don’t have to rush this thing through.”




  “Sounds good.”




  “One more thing. I want the surviving family’s approval--no unauthorized-tell-all-Kitty-Kelley-piece-of-shit.”




  “That might be difficult. Does he even have any surviving kin, and if so, where are they?”




  “He had an older sister, Lorraine. She graduated with my brother. She still lives in the Chicago area. I think her married name is Kerns or Kane. I can’t remember. Call my brother, if you have to. He’ll know.”




  “So, what happens if I contact this Lorraine and whoever, and they decide against it?”




  “Then, we’re back to square one with no book. But use your usual charm. You can always bullshit your way through.”




  “Yeah, well, I’ll see what I can do. When we meet on Friday at our usual place, I should have some news.”




  “Fine. In the meantime, get some beauty sleep; you need it, and again, I’m so, so sorry I woke you up.”




  “Like I said before, fuck you.”




  





  




  




  




  GOOGLING




  




  When Tony awoke, around ten o’clock, Pauline had already dressed and left. That was a major difference in their lifestyles. Pauline could sing into the wee hours of the morning at a club and still be ready for the day before eight. Tony needed an alarm clock to keep him from snoozing into the afternoon, no matter what time he fell asleep.




  He sat up and read a note taped to the nightstand lamp:




  




  Honey,




  Sorry about my unexpected explosion the other night about you being gone. You know how freaked I am about being alone, especially from you.




  Forgive me.




  Love ya, baby.




  




  “Love ya, too, Pauline,” said Tony as if the note were really her.




  Usually he looked forward to seeing her in the morning before she went to a rehearsal or back to the apartment she shared with her twenty-year old son, Lou, a guitarist. On this day, he was glad she was gone. If this Sal biography deal worked out, it would surely mean he’d have to be out of town for an extended time. Sal had lived in Hollywood for the last thirty years or so, and that’s where Tony would do most of his research. At best, the news would create tension between them. At worst, it would break them up.




  Still in his robe and with a cup of freshly brewed coffee in hand, he sat at his computer and Googled Sal’s name. The most recent entry was this eulogy:




  




  Sal DeVanno




  Actor




  By Variety Staff




  Character actor Sal DeVanno died sometime Sunday evening of an apparent heart attack, according to a coroner’s report. His housekeeper discovered his body lying in the stairwell of his guesthouse when she came to work early Monday morning.




  DeVanno is also known for his lucrative sports accessory and memorabilia licensing business. His company, DeVanno Industries, specializes in pro basketball items.




  Born in East Hills, New York, he grew up in Chicago and attended NYU Film School, where he first began selling sweatshirts to pay his expenses. In the 80s he capitalized on the growing popularity of professional basketball. “I started seeing my contemporaries like Jack Nicholson and Dyan Cannon at Laker games. In my hometown, Chicago, Michael Jordan was causing a lot of excitement. I wondered if anyone had tapped into this market yet,” he said in a 1995 interview with the LA Times.




  He earned an Emmy nomination for his performance as Howard Thomas Peel in the award winning mini-series The Windy City. His film appearances included The Awakening, Buying Time, Forrest Gump, Just a Gigolo, Blaze, Fly Boy, The Shawshank Redemption and the PBS teleplay One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.




  His television credits include Seinfeld, Dead Like Me and The Tracey Ullman Show. He was currently appearing on HBO’s The Sopranos as freelance hit man Rocco Calloni.




  DeVanno is survived by two sisters and seven nieces and nephews.




  He was 52.




  Donations may be made to Van Nuys Victory School, 14416 Califa St., Van Nuys, CA 91441




  




  “My God,” Tony said as he read the date of the article. “August 8th of . . . He’s been gone for almost two years.”




  Sal had a cult following. Underground publications had posted articles and blogs shortly after his death like these in Hollywood Underground:




  Sal DeVanno died!




  Okay, you say, “Who the hell is he?”




  I say, “You know who the hell he is! Everyone knows who he is, or at least knows what he looks like.” Sal (in this reporter’s opinion) is probably among the greatest character actors the world has ever seen. You’ve seen his face in hundreds of movies and TV shows from his portrayals of a drunken security guard in Cheers to Cecil B. DeMille in Fly Boy. He’s the kind of actor you see in a role and say, “Hey, that’s the guy who was in . . . .”




  My heart goes out to Sal’s family, many friends and fans (even if they don’t know his name).




  Farewell, Sal. We’ll miss you.




  Jimmy Kessler




  




  Hey, Jimmy,




  I AM SHOCKED!!!!!!




  Your message in Hollywood Underground floored me. Sal and I haven’t been in contact in almost four years. We met on the set of the very first movie I worked on, maybe ten years ago, called Game Over. Over that two month period, he guided me along the way. I guess you could say he was my mentor.




  After shooting we kept in touch. We went to art galleries together. He taught me about modern art and hooked me up with Alison, his art dealer. God, he had a beautiful home in the Hollywood Hills. I don’t know why, but we just lost touch.




  I finally received some modest success as an assistant director and got hired to direct a film this spring. There was a great part for Sal. I wanted to talk to him about it. I would have been honored if he accepted it. I just wanted my mentor to be proud, show him I finally made it, thanks to his help.




  Just like you, my heart goes out to him and his family.




  Why do we wait so long to let people know what they mean to us?




  Feel free to contact me.




  Sincerely,




  Roy Brolin




  




  The Internet Movie Database (IMDb) provided Tony with a comprehensive list of Sal’s dramatic and comedic roles in both film and television. Sal made eighty-four documented appearances, not including commercials and cameo roles. Like all struggling character actors, he had his string of forgettable roles in forgettable movies, but mostly he appeared in blockbusters and/or critically acclaimed films: He landed leading roles in lesser-known films that became cult favorites: Heart Throb, Game Over (also known as The Last Game) and Something Strange.




  One particular role snagged Tony’s attention. In one of his earliest recorded roles, Sal appeared as Bernard, in the TV comedy series Taxi. Tony loved the series; he considered himself an aficionado of the show and owned the entire collection of episodes recently released in a DVD collection. He located the disc containing the season and episode of Sal’s performance indicated by the IMDb article and loaded it in his player.




  The first time Tony had viewed this episode was in the late ’70s. He’d landed a reporter job at a little blue collar community newspaper just south of Chicago. Tony’s mother called him at his apartment and said, “Turn on your TV and tune in Channel 7. Sal’s on!”




  There he was in an episode of Taxi. Tony should have been happy for him, but he wasn’t. He was envious because Sal had made it. Sal was living his dream of becoming an actor and worse yet, he was good at it. And Tony? Tony covered breaking stories for The Pointer newspaper such as “Yard of the Month” and “Riverdale Park District Annual Easter Egg Hunt.”




  Sal had appeared in three episodes of Rich Man, Poor Man prior to Taxi. He had no lines in the first show, just a coughing spell in a restaurant scene and a brief scene in the second. He finally played a key role, the foil to the main character, Tom, played by Nick Nolte in the season finale.




  But this role in Taxi was Sal’s first attempt at comedy, and he nailed it. Tony watched the episode as if he were seeing it for the first time. There is something, Tony thought, about watching an actor perform on screen shortly after knowing that actor had died. It’s like watching a ghost. He felt that way ever since he was a little boy and saw James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause on television. It aired on TV for the first time in the early ’60s. He loved Dean’s character, Jim Stark. Halfway through the movie Tony’s mother entered the living room where he watched and said, “That boy who’s playing the teenager, Jim Stark, died in a car crash a few years ago.” It floored Tony as a child, and still affected him as an adult.




  




  In this Taxi episode, Sal played Bernard, the visiting nephew of Louie, played by Danny DeVito. Bernard was the antithesis of his uncle, the harsh, sarcastic boss of the taxi garage. Bernard was meek, polite and, thus, vulnerable to the caustic insults of Louie who described Bernard as “the picture in the dictionary next to the word ‘candyass.’ ”




  Of course, the taxi crew led by Alex (Judd Hirsch) tried to bolster Bernard’s confidence and stand up to Louie’s abrasive remarks.




  The final scene of the episode was a farewell party for Bernard thrown by the drivers at a pizza place. Louie crashed the party and offered this toast to his departing nephew: “To the loving son of my dear sister . . . who must have had an affair with Tinker Bell.”




  Bernard calmly stood up, wiped his lips with his napkin, walked over to a nearby table, took a plate full of spaghetti from a customer and dumped it onto Louie’s head.




  Louie, wide-eyed and shaking with emotion, rushed toward Bernard and stopped. After a dramatic pause, he hugged Bernard and said, “It’s so great to have family!”




  The ending credits awarded Sal guest star billing in this, his first comedic television role. More importantly, he delivered a convincing, funny performance.




  The DVD player automatically ejected the disc on a tray. Tony stared at it. He felt proud, sad and envious. He lifted the DVD as if it were made of ashes and placed it in its container.




  





  




  




  




  FRIDAY NIGHT RITUAL




  




  Tony and Mick, when both were in town, met every Friday at their five o’clock hangout, the downstairs bar at Trattoria #10, a restaurant on Dearborn in downtown Chicago. It featured an all-you-can-eat antipasto buffet from four to seven p.m. Tony would catch Pauline’s first set at a blues club, later.




  The Friday night ritual started five years earlier when Tony and Mick’s friendship evolved into a business relationship. As Tony’s literary agent/business consultant, Mick updated Tony on his career progress. If Mick had good news, the sale of one of Tony’s articles to a magazine or a book deal, he was on time. A last minute cancellation signaled bad news, a rejected article or manuscript. Mick’s characteristic twenty-minute tardiness for anything indicated no news.




  This night, Mick was on time.




  “Well, get this,” Mick said as he sat down at the dark oak table, an overflowing small plate of peppers and sausage in one hand and a gin and tonic in the other. “Sal’s sisters want to meet with us tomorrow afternoon at Lorraine’s house in Tinley Park.”




  “Wow. You really did turn on the charm.”




  “I don’t know,” Mick said, staring into the murky ice cubes inside his glass.




  Tony and Mick related to each other like brothers, but no one would mistake them for biological siblings. Physically, they couldn’t have been more different. Mick was short, husky and pale. He kept his light coarse hair short all his life. It gave him an intimidating air and added mystery to his age.
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