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		by Jerry Lewis



		I SUSPECT THAT WHEN WRITING A FOREWORD TO SOMEONE’S work, the tough part is thinking of all the nice things to say … but I didn’t have that problem writing this. Probably because the work is impeccable and so is the author. But I’ve felt this way about her since around 1955, when I realized how impeccable she was even then. And now she writes about another element, also a part of my life—a great part—a part that made me qualified to write anything.

		Writing this is one exquisite rush for me, and more than likely will be the same for you when reading her love letter. Now, understand, Deana is good, but what makes her book terrific is that she is terrific—terrific in her ability to get on paper what is in her heart. And for her to write about her hero makes this read an exceptional one … and one you’ll be glad you read. I felt my spirit soar from the get-go, and it kept me riveted—not so much because I love the subject matter as much as she does, if that’s possible, but because I was there. I saw it all, I felt it all, and now I relive it all through the talent and commitment of a marvelous young lady who I adore more than ever before.

		My recollections of Deana as a child are pretty sketchy, only in that I wasn’t much older than she was at the time, and rather than adore that child as most adults do, I was too busy adoring myself. I should be somewhat ashamed to make that admission, but seeing that I was only eighteen or so, it doesn’t sting as hard. And Deana was just arriving: this dark-haired, incredible beauty who broke every button on Dean’s shirt … he carried 8×10s in his wallet! Okay, I’m kidding, but he did have a slew of photos of Deana, the other kids, and himself. And, at the time, who could afford photography? So all the pictures he had were of him and Deana in strips of four poses running vertically, you know, the ones you get for a quarter in a photo machine at the arcade. Dean was in there more than he was at the bar (I’m kidding). But he was crazy nuts over her. He felt the same way about the other kids, sure, but the sparkle in his eyes when he picked her up was like a beam from the lighthouse on the Jersey shore.

		I have to say I loved reading what Deana wrote—maybe because she bit the bullet, she was courageous, up-front, tenacious, and so totally forthright. I read it with tremendous pride and love, and I know other readers will feel the same emotions I felt. I love this author for a myriad of reasons, but especially for how she honored my partner.

		—Jerry Lewis

	
		
			




			Sweet, sweet the memories you gave to me
You can’t beat the memories you gave to me
Memories are made of this …
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		Prologue
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		I LOVED BEING CALLED DEANA MARTIN, EVEN WHEN I was very small. Dad was such a positive influence on people’s lives, that to be so closely associated with him was always a blessing. People can’t help but smile when they think of my father, which has to be the greatest legacy of all.

		When people hear my name for the first time, they often ask the same question:

		“Any relation?”

		“Yes,” I reply proudly, “he’s my father.”

		They smile and, with tremendous affection and obvious enthusiasm, cry, “Oh, I love your father! I’ve loved him all my life.”

		Then come the inevitable comparisons. “But of course you’re his daughter! My goodness, I can see it in your eyes, your smile. You’re the spitting image of him. How wonderful to meet you.”

		Total strangers reach out to touch me, to make some direct physical connection with the Dean Martin they know. They want me to sign anything they have on hand, to stand next to them and smile for their cameras, and to tell them what it is really like being his daughter. They range in age from their teens to their nineties. They are of all races and nationalities. My father’s appeal transcends class, color, and creed.

		Some take their hero-worship seriously, impersonating Dad at the numerous Dean Martin conventions around the world, dressing up in a black tuxedo with a red pocket square in the breast pocket. They comb their hair like Dad and try to re-create his laid-back air of cool sophistication and his charismatic singing style. Others devote whole sections of their homes to the extraordinary memorabilia they’ve collected over the years—photographs, magazine clippings, concert tickets, record albums—an endless array of items that hold individual memories. They seem to know more about my family than I do, telling me everything from the date I graduated from high school to the full names of each of my siblings and their families. Some simply own a Dean Martin compilation album, have seen a few of his movies, some with Jerry Lewis, and remember his long-running number one rated television show. Such minimal contact was enough to make them lifelong fans.

		Whatever their background, Dad’s songs provided the soundtrack to their lives, and his image filled their living rooms and cinema screens for over sixty years. He was the regular guy who’d made it, and yet, he was the suave, sophisticated king of cool. The son of an Italian immigrant from humble beginnings who not only worked his way to the top, but became someone many aspired to be. Because of the easy familiarity they always felt toward my dad, his fans often pose deeply personal questions they’d never normally dream of asking a complete stranger:

		“Did he really drink?” “What was the true reason behind the split with Jerry Lewis?” “What was Frank Sinatra like?” “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

		Like Dad, I’ve learned to smile and deflect their deepest probing with a joke, a noncommittal answer, or a laugh.

		Sometimes, just sometimes, they ask me the most important question of all:

		“Was he a good father?”

		To their surprise, I shake my head and smile. “No,” I reply candidly. “He wasn’t a good father, but he was a good man.”

		Where Dad came from, that meant a great deal more.
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		One
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		INSIDE EACH OF US IS A SMALL, DARK PLACE WE CAN escape to when we’re in pain. It is a silent sanctuary where comforting thoughts and memories wash over us, providing a soothing balm for the fear we’re feeling inside. I first discovered mine when I was quite small. Cared for by an aunt while my mother disappeared for three days, I was sent to live with my father, a man I barely knew despite the name I bore.

		I can vividly recall standing in the foyer of his opulent Beverly Hills mansion, along with three big boxes of clothes belonging to me and my two older sisters. A woman I knew as my stepmother picked up each item between her thumb and forefinger. “No, not this,” she’d say, or, “This looks clean, we’ll keep it,” or—with a sympathetic look—“This can go to Goodwill.” One of the boxes was mine, and I stood staring at my only possessions being picked over and graded.

		That first interminable summer in my father’s house, I remained completely mute, breaking my silence only occasionally to whisper my fears to my sisters, from whom I became inseparable. My arms were pocked with hives, my skin raw from nervous scratching. While my father worked hard to maintain his position in Hollywood, revered by his millions of fans, his little Deana sat clutching the banister every night. Dressed in one of my stepmother’s baby-doll nighties, I dripped silent tears on the top step of his grand staircase, grieving for a loss too enormous for a nine-year-old child to comprehend.
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		ON AUGUST 19, 1948, the day I was born in the Leroy Sanatorium, New York City, my father was busy doing what he did best. I emerged into the world at the very same moment a desperate woman threw herself from the window of the Russian embassy across the street. The media throng that gathered outside to cover the mystery suicide had no idea that Dean Martin’s fourth child was bawling for attention just feet away.

		Dad was on the other side of the country at the time. He was with his comedy partner, Jerry Lewis, playing at Slapsy Maxie’s Café, a popular new nightclub on Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles. Theirs was the hottest ticket in town, and regularly filling front-row seats were friends like Humphrey Bogart, Tony Curtis, and Janet Leigh. Sitting alongside them would be stars like Fred Astaire, Clark Gable, Joan Crawford, Jane Wyman, James Cagney, and Gary Cooper, as well as just about every studio head and entertainment executive in town. Dad opened each show with a song. The minute he walked out onto that stage, the atmosphere was electric. His image, his style, his magnetism, class, and talent just lit up the club. Hollywood’s brightest settled back into their seats, eagerly anticipating what lay ahead.

		Dad and Jerry were superstars, earning around ten thousand dollars a week just after the end of the Second World War. They were about to sign a ten-movie, five-year deal with Paramount Studios worth $1,250,000. They also had a separate recording contract with Capitol Records and a radio deal with NBC. With three young children and my recent arrival, Dad was finally succeeding in paying off the debts that had dogged him for years, and funding the fairy-tale lifestyle he hoped to create for us all.

		My mother, Betty, called Dad at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel the night I was born to tell him he had a new daughter to add to his family. He was so deeply asleep when he took the call that he thought it was someone fooling around and hung up. Hours later, Dad rang back to see if his hazy memory of the previous night was correct. It was true. Mother had given him a daughter. Between them, they settled on the name Deana Angela. Dad had always wanted at least some of his children to be named after him. Having successfully chosen the names Craig, Gail, and Claudia, Mother was only too happy to comply with Dad’s request. At the hospital, the registrar misspelled my name, writing it as Dina on my birth certificate, much to Mother’s annoyance. It was a mistake that was to be repeated throughout my life. When the gossip columnist Walter Winchell wrote in his Sunday column that my name was Dinah, my mother was exasperated. She sang the line from the song, “Dinah? Is there anyone finah in the state of Carolina?” and muttered, “Can’t Winchell get anything right?”

		It was two months before my father finally met me. His West Coast debut of The Martin & Lewis Show and his first movie role with Jerry in the film My Friend Irma kept him more than three thousand miles from 315 West 106th Street and Riverside, New York. That was where I shared an apartment with my mother, brother, and sisters and our housekeeper, Sue. Staying with us were my maternal grandmother, Gertrude, and my young aunts Anne and Barbara, who’d come from Philadelphia to help with my arrival. In the apartment above us was the singer Lena Horne, whose children played with us from an early age.

		I finally came face to face with my father in Philadelphia, where Patti Lewis, Jerry’s wife, accompanied the Martin family to a long-awaited reunion. Having taken me in his arms, he beamed adoringly into my big hazel eyes. Dad then announced that we were all moving to California. We returned to New York almost immediately to start packing, while my mother’s family traveled home, their task complete. It was an emotional parting. To add to the tears, Mother’s close friend, the actor Jackie Cooper, came to bid her good-bye.

		“I wish you weren’t going to Hollywood, Betty,” he told her, giving her a warm embrace. “I just know it’s gonna break your heart.” Mother wondered what he knew.
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		FOR A BRIEF PERIOD after my arrival, my parents enjoyed real happiness. Dad loved being a family man, and reveled in being a star. He could hardly believe how much his fortunes had changed. “Who’d have thunk it?” he would say. “For a boy from Steubenville, Ohio?”

		He was always proud of where he came from, and mentioned it whenever he could. My grandfather Gaetano Crocetti had traveled to Steubenville shortly after arriving at Ellis Island in New York in 1913. A nineteen-year-old farm laborer, he came from Montesilvano, Italy, near Pescara on the Adriatic coast, following his two elder brothers to eastern Ohio. Steubenville was thirty-five miles west of Pittsburgh and had a large Italian immigrant population. Once settled, my grandfather became a barber. He embraced his new life but never lost his impenetrable Italian accent or his love for the old country.

		My grandmother Angela Barra was born in Fernwood, Ohio, to parents who emigrated from Italy. She was raised by German nuns who taught her all the things that a young lady needed to know: The art of cooking, caring for a home, and, most important, they taught her how to sew. This was a skill that she developed into a lucrative profession, as she became known as the finest seamstress in the region. Because of her, all of the boys in the neighborhood had beautifully handcrafted clothes, either new or altered from older suits. When we were children she made many of our finest outfits, all matching, and it was she who gave my father his impeccable sense of style. She also gave my grandfather his American nickname “Guy.” On Sunday, October 25, 1914, at the age of sixteen, Angela married Guy at St. Anthony of Padua Church in Steubenville, Ohio. Their first child, Guglielmo, known to me as Uncle Bill, was born on June 24, 1916. Dad, who was baptized Dino Crocetti at the same church, was their second child. He was born June 7, 1917.

		My grandmother was an excellent homemaker and a wonderful cook. Her sons were raised on traditional Italian cuisine such as spaghetti and meatballs, veal or sausage with peppers, and Dad’s favorite—pasta fagioli. My grandfather was a respected barber, and his sons were never lacking for anything. All he ever wanted was their health and happiness. He also hoped that one day they might work alongside him in his barbershop.

		Dad grew up in a close-knit neighborhood that served as an extended family. With his cousins John, Archie, and Robert, he played bocce ball and baseball in the lots behind their houses and swam in the Ohio River. There was church every Sunday, where Dad and Uncle Bill were altar boys; Boy Scouts, where he was the drummer; and the Sons of Italy social events. Until he was five years old, Dad spoke predominantly Italian, but that changed when he started going to school.

		Learning English as a second language gave Dad a slow and easy style of speaking that remained with him for the rest of his life. Like all children, he began picking up phrases and expressions from his school friends and soon sounded just like them. Unlike his studious brother, Dad spent much of his spare time watching westerns at the local movie house, the Olympic. Sometimes he would hang out at the poolrooms and nightclubs that were opening to cater to the increasing numbers of steelworkers in the town, which became known as “Little Chicago.” It was great entertainment, and all done openly within a few yards of his father’s shop.

		For a time some of Dad’s friends joked that the only chair he was heading for was not the swiveling type in his father’s barbershop. Dad even added a funny line about that into the song Mr. Wonderful years later, that went, “Back home in Steubenville, they’re doubting all this, I swear. / They’re still betting six-to-five I get the chair.”

		Dad once told an interviewer, “I had a great time growing up in Steubenville. I had everything I could possibly want—women, music, nightclubs, and liquor—and to think I had all of that when I was only thirteen.”

		My father learned from an early age that charm, good looks, and a smile could help him find everything from employment to hot bread at the Steubenville Bakery. He was, at different times, a milkman, a gas station attendant, and a store assistant.

		He loved to sing, which he did at any opportunity, never passing up an invitation to entertain. He had a beautiful voice and enjoyed sharing it. The idea of making a living from singing first came to him when some friends pushed him onto the stage of a club called Walker’s Café. He was sixteen. “Go on,” they urged, “you can do it.”

		Cracking jokes between songs, with lines like “You should see my girlfriend, she has such beautiful teeth … both of them!”—Dad won over the crowd and soon started to pick up a few extra dollars singing at other venues around town. His role models were the Mills Brothers, who were fellow Ohioans, and Bing Crosby, whose records he played on a wind-up gramophone until he wore them out. Dad looked good and sang great, was well mannered, and had impeccable taste in clothes and girls. The combination made for a heady mix.

		But the salary for a nightclub singer was meager at best. Forever humming tunes in his snap-brimmed hat, he began running errands for those making the most of Prohibition. He did everything from dealing at illegal card games to delivering bootleg whiskey throughout the area—the alcohol he claimed was so potent he could have run his car on it. He was a card dealer at the Rex Cigar Store, where he slipped so many silver dollars down his trouser legs and into shoes that he jangled when he walked. It was money his bosses didn’t begrudge him, and which he quickly spent.

		My aunt Violet used to say to him, “Dino, you never have any money.”

		He’d smile and reply, “I don’t need money, Vi, I’m good looking.”

		Dad kept working, taking on different jobs, and accepting donations from friends who subsidized his pay so that he would keep singing. His only alternative was a career in the steel mills of Ohio and West Virginia—something he tried briefly. “I couldn’t breathe in that place,” Dad told me many years later, shaking his head. “I have nothing but respect for those guys. They’re tough, but it wasn’t for me.”

		He took up prizefighting briefly, under the pseudonym Kid Crochet, for ten dollars a match, breaking and permanently disfiguring the little finger on his right hand. He traveled the state, working as a croupier or a roulette stickman in numerous clubs across Ohio. By the time he was in his late teens, he was a worldly-wise young man earning twice as much as his father. He knew what he wanted—the world beyond the river. The dream was crystallized by a road trip to California with a friend in 1936. There he soaked up the atmosphere of Hollywood and wondered wistfully if one day he would be part of its magic.

		His greatest desire was to pursue his singing career, and in 1939 he was finally offered a full-time job as the lead singer in the Ernie McKay Band in Columbus, Ohio. He was twenty-two. It was Ernie who gave him his first stage name, Dino Martini, in the hope of cashing in on the popularity of a heartthrob Italian singer named Nino Martini. Not long afterward, Dad was lured to Cleveland by Sammy Watkins and his orchestra. Sammy insisted on another name change, and this time it would stick. In a rented tuxedo and under an entirely new identity—Dean Martin—Dad sang the liltingly romantic songs that were to become his own. The stars were aligning.
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		IT WAS 1941 and my mother, Elizabeth (Betty) MacDonald, was eighteen years old and a student in Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, when she first met Dad. Pretty, a world-class lacrosse athlete with a good singing voice and a tremendous sense of fun, she was one of five sisters much admired by the local young men. She was in Cleveland with her father, Bill MacDonald, who was being relocated there as a senior salesman for Schenley Whisky.

		It was in the Vogue Room of the Hollenden Hotel where Dad was rehearsing that my mother first set eyes on him. Twenty-three years old, with dark wavy hair, and billed as “The Boy with the Tall, Dark, Handsome Voice,” Dad was the best-looking man she’d ever seen. The mutual attraction was instant, and Dad fell for the Irish twinkle in Mother’s eyes.

		As an added insurance policy, Mother—who, having four sisters, knew how to attract attention—arrived at his show later that night wearing a big red sombrero. “Just to make sure he noticed me,” she’d say, glowing from the memory.

		Dad proposed just a few weeks later, after taking her home to meet his parents. They were relieved she was Catholic and quickly warmed to the innocent young girl their son Dino had fallen for. Grandma Angela crafted Mother a stunning wedding dress. They were married in St. Ann’s Church in Cleveland Heights in October 1941, while my aunts Anne and Barbara, aged six and four respectively, scattered flowers and sang “I’ll Be with You in Apple Blossom Time.” The newlyweds spent their wedding night at the hotel where they’d met. They were young and in love and excited about their future. They didn’t have long to wait, because the next morning Mother joined Dad on a six-week bus tour with the Sammy Watkins Band, bumping along from town to town.

		When Dad left for another tour on the increased salary of fifty dollars a week, Mother stayed behind. She was already pregnant with my brother Craig and wanted to prepare their new apartment for the baby. Pearl Harbor was bombed while Dad was away, and his draft notice arrived soon after. The thought of losing him to the war terrified Mother, but the double hernia he didn’t even know he had kept him out of the war.
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		BY JUNE 1944, Dad was recording for radio and had his own show, Songs by Dean Martin, broadcast on WMCA from New York. Whenever he called Mother long distance, there’d be an excited flurry of activity in the house.

		“I did a new recording,” he would tell her, his voice echoing hollowly down the line. “I’ll be on WLAC tonight at six-thirty.”

		Her eyes bright, baby Craig in her arms, Mother would gather everyone around the wireless and listen breathlessly as Dad’s seamless, subtle voice sang “Oh, Marie,” reaching out to her from across the miles.

		“He’s so much better than Bing Crosby,” Mother would sigh.

		Two years later Dad signed his first recording contract, with Diamond Records. This coincided with a lucrative engagement at the Riobamba in Manhattan, his first big break. The previous singer had been Frank Sinatra, whose cancellation had opened a door. With a new salary of $150 a week, Dad moved Mother and Craig to New York City and hoped the good times were about to roll.
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		MOTHER WOULD join Dad whenever she could at the Riobamba, sitting at the front table, beaming up at the love of her life as he stood singing to her as if she were the only woman in his world. One day he’d be a star, of that she was certain. One day he’d stay at home with her to enjoy the fruits of his success.

		In 1944 Dad went on tour again, to Canada and the East Coast, and Mother moved back to Pennsylvania with her parents, where she gave birth to my sister Claudia. Returning to Manhattan, she discovered Dad had been evicted for nonpayment of rent and was sleeping on the floor of his agent’s hotel bedroom. He was living there with another singer, Sonny King, and a young comic named Alan King. Practical jokes were common among the three entertainers. Whoever was last in at night ended up sleeping in the bathtub. “You didn’t want to be the one in the tub,” Alan recounted, “because when Dean would use the bathroom at night, he’d see one of us sleeping in the tub and just before he left, he’d turn on the taps.” Dad’s roommates were also careful not to leave any spare change around. “Your father would pick it up and put it in his pocket and be happy to loan it back to you when you needed money later.”

		Despite their situation, Dad always looked great. “We all looked up to your dad,” Alan said. “Even though we were all struggling, he never looked like he was.”

		At New York’s popular Nedick’s Restaurant, famous for their hot dogs and orange soda, they had a breakfast special. A refillable cup of coffee, two doughnuts, and an orange soda for a nickel. “Your dad,” Sonny King told me, “would go in first and have his coffee, one of the doughnuts, and half the orange soda. Then I would walk in and say, ‘Hey, Dean, you have to go, you have a very important contract to sign.’ Then your dad would jump up and say, ‘Okay, Sonny, why don’t you eat my other doughnut? Don’t let it go to waste.’ Then he would run out and I would sit down.

		“This went on until the owner finally said, ‘You don’t have to do this every day, guys. I’ll tell you what, you can both come in and have doughnuts, coffee, and an orange drink for one nickel and when you’re finally successful … you pay me back.’

		“And we did pay him back,” Sonny told me. “Years later we hunted that guy down and we each gave him $25,000. You should have seen the look on his face. He couldn’t believe it. But that’s the way Dean and I were raised, and that’s the kind of guys we are.”

		Leaving my brother and sister with my grandparents, Mother visited Dad for several days at a time, giving him her support and helping with the chores. That overcrowded double room—number 616 in the Bryant Hotel—was where my sister Gail was conceived. The times were tough, but Sonny told me, “It was fun. We would pool our money and your mother would walk across the street to the grocer and make dinner for us all on less than a dollar.”

		When Alan wanted to propose to his girlfriend Jeanette, he needed a ring. Someone told him, “You don’t need to pay fancy prices. I know where we can get one.” Alan told me years later, “I took Betty to see a guy who had a stash of hot jewelry laid out in the back of his car. It wasn’t quite what she expected, but being a good sport, squashed in there, side by side, she picked me out a beautiful diamond ring. Outgrowing that ring years later, Jeanette had another cut to match it and has worn them as earrings ever since.”

		It’s hard for me to imagine how lonely it must have been for Mother, separated from Dad for such long periods of time and raising her children virtually alone. By her early twenties, her hair had turned white. Whenever she and Dad were reunited, life was beautiful at first. Many times, in some small way, he’d try to show her how much she meant to him. They had a unique bond, connecting in all sorts of ways, whether it was playing cards, going to the movies, or playing badminton. She had fallen in love with Dino Crocetti, an aspiring and penniless singer. He always appreciated that she loved him even though he had nothing, and showed it often with a look, a touch, or an embrace. Those who knew them back then said there was never any doubt that they were in love.

		However, the stress of his long absences was unbearable for her, and they’d argue about everything. Sometimes their difficulties seemed insurmountable, with rumors that Dad was having affairs on the road. My father was not without fault, but I don’t think he ever intended to break Mother’s heart. He loved her too deeply for that. Mother, who was by now living with Dad’s parents in Steubenville, had a fiery Irish temperament. Once she slapped him across the cheek, threw a drink in his face, and threatened to leave him. Afterward, without a word, he walked out, leaving her wondering if he was ever coming back. He did, a few days later, laden with flowers and gifts.

		Telegrams flew between their two mothers. “Good news, Dean and Betty have reconciled,” Grandma Angela wrote to Grandmother Gertrude, who adored Dad but whose Catholicism railed against his character flaws. Gertrude had at least four of those telegrams.

		After several years of dividing her time between New York, Philadelphia, and Steubenville, Mother learned the hard way what it was like being married to someone in “the business.” While Dad was away, she was nursing her children through the usual childhood diseases and trying to pay the bills. She practiced her Italian and learned the art of Italian cuisine from Grandma Angela, who also taught her how to sew. I loved the stories my grandmother would tell me, about when she and my mother would sit at night making the same sort of beautiful clothes for us that she had made for my dad.

		When my parents’ relationship was at its best, Mother became the only person in Dad’s universe. She repeatedly followed her mother’s advice to “let things blow over.” She nurtured Dad and took care of his every need, pressing his clothes on the floor of his hotel room for his next show, while their latest child slept in a dresser drawer. When Dad failed two screen tests because the studios said he couldn’t speak properly, Mother worked tirelessly, teaching him proper pronunciation and diction.

		“My English was lousy in those days, baby,” he admitted to me years later. “I could barely hold a conversation. At times it was embarrassing.”

		It was Mother who smoothed his rough edges, making him pronounce his g’s at the ends of words like “singing.” He’d say “dem” and “doze” and she’d tell him, “No, Dean, it’s ‘them’ and ‘those.’” Friends remember her gentle direction to him while he ate, repeating, “You don’t go down to the soup. The soup comes up to you;” something I also recall her teaching me as a child.

		Dad was a willing student and took her coaching in good grace, grateful for her polishing. Mother was articulate and literate and frequently wrote poetry and even her own songs. She helped Dad select which tunes to include in his act and worked out his arrangements with a pianist. Never once did she suggest that he do anything other than sing. She even urged Dad (who hated doctors and hospitals) to have his nose fixed. I’ve heard many versions of the story about who actually paid the five hundred dollars for the operation. They range from a bookie to the comedian Lou Costello. I know the truth, and I know he paid him back, but my father made me promise never to tell.

		Mother wasn’t interested in where the money came from. She loved Dad just the way he was. But, astutely, she felt that the transformation would improve his looks and, she hoped, ultimately, his chances of some real success.
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		Two
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		MY PARENTS’ FAVORITE FILM WAS BRINGING UP BABY, with Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn. They’d watch it repeatedly, each identifying strongly with the characters. I guess they saw it from their two separate perspectives—Dad for the humor and Mother for the romance. The only difference was that Bringing Up Baby had a happy ending.

		Dad was determined to make it as big as Cary Grant, and my mother continued to encourage him. While he enjoyed modest success as a young singer, billed as “New York’s latest radio singing sensation,” there was plenty of competition from the likes of Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, and Perry Como, and major engagements were hard to find. It was then that fate led him down a path he couldn’t possibly have predicted—a partnership in one of the unlike-liest yet the funniest double act in show-business history.

		He and the young comic Jerry Lewis had worked the same bill in a number of New York clubs. Jerry’s wacky stage show, described as “pantomimicry,” in which he lip-synched a number of famous operatic arias while changing clothes and making funny faces, appealed to Dad’s innate sense of humor. “You’re a funny kid,” Dad told Jerry backstage.

		Inherently mischievous, Dad—waiting to go on at the Havana-Madrid Nightclub in Manhattan one night—bounced the needle on Jerry’s record so that his lips were no longer in synch with the music. At first Jerry was furious, but when the audience started laughing, he encouraged Dad to carry on. When it was Dad’s turn to sing, Jerry dressed up in a waiter’s white jacket and started dropping plates and spilling drinks. Rising to the bait, Dad soon had the audience howling as he heckled Jerry mercilessly from the stage. At one point, Dad went backstage, picked up a suitcase, and walked out through the crowd, yelling to Jerry, “Lock up when you’re through.” The crowd begged for more.

		When New Jersey nightclub owner Skinny d’Amato needed a singer to replace someone who’d fallen ill at his 500 Club in Atlantic City, a nineteen-year-old Jerry (who was also on the bill) suggested Dad. To this awkward young genius, riddled with neuroses, Dad was the epitome of elegance and style. What Dad omitted to tell Jerry was that he’d recently been declared bankrupt and was desperate for a financial break. What Jerry failed to mention was that Skinny didn’t just want a singer, he wanted a comedy act. It was only when Dad got there that Jerry told him the truth. Re-creating what they’d been doing at the Havana-Madrid, their show was a smash hit. They were soon doing six shows a night, and the more people laughed, the more they realized that they had inadvertently created something Jerry called “Magic in a Bottle.”

		The pair worked so well together they decided to promote their “sex and slapstick” act on the beach. Jerry would put on a swimsuit and pretend to almost drown while Dad gave him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Returning Dad’s “kiss” with mock passion, Jerry would jump up and tell shocked onlookers, “If you think that’s funny, folks, come and see our act at the 500 Club tonight!” The ensuing lines around the block testified to just how original their humor was. It was the summer of 1946, and Martin & Lewis were topping the bill.

		Although they were the same height—six feet—Jerry was always known as “the kid” or “the little one.” He stooped constantly, giving the impression of being smaller and the easily intimidated fool to his fraternally indulgent, sophisticated friend. Dad, who cut Jerry’s hair into his trademark crew cut, always stood tall and erect. Unknown to Dad, Jerry had special lifts fitted to Dad’s shoes to make him appear even taller. The pair became affectionately known as “the organ grinder and the monkey.”

		It was very much Dad’s show. His was the nightclub act that Jerry constantly interrupted to wreak havoc. Each time Dad began to sing, Jerry would burst onto the stage or do something crazy in the audience. Dad retained his cool throughout, playing the patient older brother. With tremendous affection, Jerry played the tempestuous nine-year-old, pushing the limits of outrageousness. The way he handled it made the audience laugh with Dad and feel comfortable with some of the crazier antics, like cutting off men’s ties with scissors. If Jerry had been working alone, it would never have worked. As Dad’s friend Steve Allen told me, “They were brilliant. They knew exactly how far to push the boundaries and what was funny. If you take a pair of scissors and cut off someone else’s tie, that’s funny. If you cut off your own, it isn’t.”

		Asked once why they’d changed their surnames to Martin and Lewis (Jerry’s real name was Joseph Levitch), Dad replied, “We didn’t think Crocetti and Levitch sounded so good.”

		Dad told Jerry that his name would have to come first on the billing, because it should be alphabetical.

		“What?” said Jerry, knowing that L came right before M.

		“No,” said Dad, with typical humor, “D comes before J.” And so it stuck.

		Their first official engagement together as “Martin & Lewis” was in January 1947 at Loew’s State theater in New York. Their fee was $1,500 a week. It was the start of a multimillion-dollar, ten-year partnership that would see them make sixteen motion pictures together and become the hottest radio and television comedy act in history. Good times were finally on the way.
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		DAD’S AGENT, Abby Greshler, booked them for several months at the Loew’s before they were snapped up by other theaters such as the Chez Paree in Chicago and the Copacabana in New York, run by Jack Entratter. Jack was so desperate to hire them that he offered them five thousand dollars a week in a postwar era when the average national income was fifteen hundred dollars a year. Dad finally moved out of the Bryant Hotel and rented a ten-room apartment on Riverside Drive. The Martins were a proper family at last.

		Mother was sitting right at the front of the stage when Dad and Jerry opened at the Copacabana in April 1948. She was five months pregnant with me and positively glowing. Jerry clowned around with his false buck teeth as he and Dad took their standing ovation. A photograph taken of my parents backstage after the show has Dad standing behind her smiling, his hands protectively around her bulging stomach. They looked blissfully happy.

		One day shortly afterward, however, Mother went to see Dad perform at the Copa, and discovered in his dressing room confirmation of a telegram he’d just sent. It was addressed to the actress June Allyson and read, “I’m still tingling.”

		Dad and Jerry were onstage and had just started their act, but that didn’t faze her one bit. The evidence in her hand, Mother went out into the nightclub to confront Dad, who hid behind Jerry and tried to make it look like part of the act. Knowing that Mother would eventually reach him and, fearful of her Irish temper, he jumped off the stage, fled straight through the bewildered audience and out the front door. Even she had to laugh.

		Forgiven for his indiscretion with Miss Allyson, Dad appeased Mother. When Martin & Lewis played Slapsy Maxie’s in L.A. for the first time, Mother and Patti Lewis flew out for the show and watched proudly from the dance floor. “Your mother was very animated that night,” Patti told me. “She sensed that this was the start of something great, and that her long-suffering patience with Dad was about to pay off. She put on a beautiful gown, paid special attention to her hair, and made sure that everyone would notice the adoring and heavily pregnant Mrs. Dean Martin at ringside.” The club was full of famous faces, movie stars like Doris Day, Lana Turner, and Danny Kaye. Mother had a serious crush on John Wayne by then, and asked Patti if she thought he might turn up. With her playful sense of humor, she told Patti with that famous twinkle, “If John Wayne walks into this room, I’d better have a mattress on my back!”

		The show went brilliantly. Dick Stabile and his orchestra provided the music, and Dad and Jerry were so impressed that they hired Dick as their bandleader. Dick Martin was a bartender that night and always maintained that it was seeing Martin & Lewis perform that inspired him to become a comedian.

		Sitting alongside my grandfather Guy and grandma Angela, Mother enjoyed the music and the wine before reluctantly leaving for her hotel room. She had to relieve the babysitter and prepare for her journey back to New York the following day. Patti Lewis stayed alone for the second performance. Just as it was about to begin, Jeanne Biegger, a twenty-year-old whom Dad had first met at the Beachcomber Club in Florida, slipped quietly into Mother’s seat and sat gazing up at Dad adoringly. Patti was so angry at Dad for blatantly flaunting his latest girlfriend on such a night that she didn’t speak to him for the rest of the evening.

		The first inkling Mother had that Dad had a new woman in his life was when boxes of Florida oranges arrived at our home, addressed to him from “an admirer.” Patti refused to tell Mother anything, but Vi Greshler—Abby’s wife—could always be relied upon to fill in the name of Dad’s latest flame. When Dad had an affair with Rita Hayworth just before he started seeing June Allyson, Vi informed Mother immediately. Now that Rita and June were both history, Vi didn’t hesitate to let Mother know who sent the fruit—Jeanne Biegger, a model from Miami, and a former handmaiden to the University of Miami Orange Bowl Queen.

		“She pronounces her name Jeannie,” Vi pointed out helpfully, just before Mother threw her out.

		Having invited Jeanne to follow him to Los Angeles, Dad moved her into the home of Dick Stabile, where he could visit her at his leisure. Poor Patti, who had to endure sitting next to Jeanne several times since that first encounter, could never bring herself to tell her best friend. “He absolutely considered himself a free man,” she told me years later, with a sigh. “Even though he was married and had kids, Dean was always free. That’s just the way he was. Jerry was the same. Betty and I had to put up or shut up.”

		From the day Mother found out about Jeanne from Vi, the boxes of oranges were unceremoniously trashed. She hoped that Jeanne would eventually suffer a similar fate.
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		THERE ARE some early photographs of Dad playing with us in the garden of our new home in Hollywood, and in them he looks truly contented. Dapper as always, he wore pressed pants, argyle socks, and a perfectly tailored shirt. He’d scoop up one of us in his arms, an unruly strand of hair falling over his tanned face, and kiss us for the camera. His love for us was unquestionable; he enjoyed having a large family and being the proud father. He was thirty-two years old and on the brink of superstardom; he could feel it. He had a beautiful family and a devoted wife who’d given up everything to be with him. At last the long years of separation and loneliness were about to pay off.

		I don’t think Mother saw what was coming. Whatever the rumors about his life on the road, and there were many, he had always come home to her. And home was wherever he wanted that to be. Having left New York and moved to a six-hundred-dollar-a-month mock Tudor house at 850 Stone Canyon Road in Bel-Air, we settled into our new environment and began to live Dad’s California dream. My grandparents Angela and Guy—who’d retired to Long Beach from Steubenville a few years earlier—moved in with us for a time to smooth the way.

		To the outside world, we seemed like the perfect Hollywood family—the successful young East Coast singer and comic arriving in Bel-Air with his devoted wife and four little children, grandparents too. The glossy magazine spreads featured “Mr. and Mrs. Dean Martin at Home.” It was idyllic but for one fact. My father’s life was about to take him in a different direction.
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		I CAN’T recall the day my father told my mother he was leaving us. It was February 1949, and I was less than a year old. My brother and sisters, who would have been seven, five, and three respectively, have blocked the event from their collective memory. The first my mother’s family knew that anything was wrong was when they were back home in Pennsylvania, listening to Louella Parsons’s popular Sunday-night radio broadcast from Hollywood. “Just who does Dean Martin think he is,” she said, “walking out on a wife and four children, one of whom is just a few months old?”

		Knowing that her family would have heard the broadcast, Mother rang home a few minutes later, to confirm the news. “Oh, Betty,” my grandmother said. “I’m so very sorry.” Mother had been keeping the details from them, hoping that the affair would blow over. But instead, Dad moved into a small rental house on Sunset Boulevard with his new love.
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		YEARS LATER, during the only conversation I ever had with him about why he’d abandoned Mother and us, he said simply, “I fell in love with Jeanne, and I was fed up having to come home and cook dinner for you kids.” I was too young to remember, but my brother and sisters tell me Dad would often come in from a hard day at work and, discovering they hadn’t eaten, would fix them all fried-egg sandwiches, one of his favorites. The implication was that my mother was no longer capable. It is certainly true that men of his generation just didn’t fix the dinner. He would have regarded having to do this as a failure on Mother’s part. As for me, I would have thought it might be a fun thing to do sometimes—prepare some food for your kids—especially when you hadn’t seen them all day. His suggestion that it was a burden or a reason for leaving us kills me. I guess Dad was just trying to keep everything together.

		Upon hearing the news of the breakup, my grandmother and aunts Anne and Barbara flew to L.A. and stayed for a year. They shared the Spanish-style house Mother bought for us at 551 South Beverly Glen Drive. They returned home a year later after my grandfather Bill followed them out
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