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Dedication

To Joshua.

By far the greatest production of my life.


Second Dedication

To the man who believed in me . . . as the curtain was the falling.

His name, Sumner Redstone. Years ago, a small-time theater owner. Then bought up a theater chain. Did pretty well at it. No . . . very well. Then, with a steel will, bought Viacom. Did pretty well at that. No . . . very, very well. Bright? Very bright. Let’s just say that during World War II he was called upon to help break the Japanese code. Not bad for a nineteen-year-old kid.

Is he rich? Suppose so . . . if you call multibillions rich.

Fact be, though, that ain’t his real wealth. Far from it. His persona embodies an all-but-extinct trait: a commitment to personal honor.

Is he a longtime friend? About forty years’ worth. Loyal? Yeah, big time. Would I consider him “friendship treasured”? Yeah, big time too. However, neither has zero to do with why he’s on the first page of my life’s trek. But all to do with the fact that, without him, my life’s trip would have ended.

In May 1998, I stroked out—three times! Flatlined.

Alone in the ICU, with no visitors allowed, one man defied the rules. Demanding entrance, he insisted on being by my side. It was Sumner.

“You’re gonna make it, Evans! You’re gonna make it! I won’t let you die.”

During the first week he held my hand tight, watching me go through one stroke, then another. Each day, as he left the hospital, the doctors would take him aside.

“Mr. Redstone, please call before you come again. He probably won’t make it through the night.” But he never listened. For weeks to come, geography took a back seat. Whether it was from Boston, Chicago, or New York, he never called—he came.

He would sit by my side, all but pleading: “Don’t die on me, Evans! If I can make it, being burned to a crisp, you can too! Everyone thought I’d die. I didn’t. And neither will you.”

That depth of caring goes beyond friendship or loyalty. It has everything to do with CHARACTER. On that level, in my life, no one stands taller.

When you’re lying immobile, there is a thin line between life and death. In that abyss, how easy it is to surrender. It was Sumner who wouldn’t let me.


Foreword

My fifth-grade teacher used to admonish his students that by the time we all reached adulthood we would have forfeited three-fourths of ourselves in order “to be like other people.”

From the moment I met Robert Evans, I realized that he was one person who hadn’t played the forfeiture game. He played by his own rules and lived according to his own scenarios. His unwillingness to bend or forfeit a piece of himself cost him dearly at various times in his life, but it also lent him uniqueness.

For better or worse, Evans was and still is an original. It made him famous, it made him infamous. Many say they know him, few do. I am one of them.

Robert Evans’s appointment as production chief of Paramount Pictures in 1967 was regarded by most of Hollywood’s power players as utterly hallucinatory. Here was an actor who had never produced a picture, much less run a studio, being awarded sweeping responsibility over one of Hollywood’s most fabled movie factories. It was bizarre!

But it was also fascinating. These were the 1960s, remember, and hallucinations were in vogue. The studio Evans was taking over was hardly a studio, rather a sleeping giant. One that had been in Hollywood’s cellar for a decade. His appointment was accompanied by the promise that Gulf + Western, which had recently acquired Paramount, would pump hundreds of millions of dollars into an expanded production program. This meant jobs for actors, writers, and technicians—good news for Hollywood, even if it was Bob Evans doing the hiring.

When Evans brought me in as his right-hand man, the prognosis only worsened. How could a writer for The New York Times possibly help this wannabe Thalberg thread his way through the minefields of Hollywood? No sooner had Evans and I moved into our offices than items started appearing in the trade papers and gossip columns predicting our imminent demise. The silver-haired studio apparatchik who was in charge of office furniture declined to refurbish mine or Evans’s. “You won’t be here long enough to bother,” he said reassuringly.

The fact that eight years later, he was long gone, and Evans and I were still ensconced at Paramount, had as much to do with the times, perhaps, as with the talents and tenacity of the principals.

If our “act” seemed unlikely, it nonetheless reenergized a fading studio with a new voice. Bob and I were strangers to the Hollywood establishment, but there were many others as well, brilliant ones, demanding to be heard. And heard they were. Soon a new spirit of filmmaking emanated through the once decrepit Windsor gates of Paramount. The Odd Couple, Rosemary’s Baby, Harold and Maude, Goodbye, Columbus, Paper Moon, True Grit, Love Story, The Godfather, Chinatown, were but a few.

Paramount had come back from the dead and Evans had been transmogrified from goat to folk hero. For that brief moment in time, it was wondrous to behold.

Soon the ridicule that had greeted Bob Evans halted. I recall watching him arrive at the Bistro, the top place for power lunches at that time, a couple of days after Love Story had opened to record numbers. Upon recognizing him, the diners broke into applause. Evans looked behind him to see if some superstar had shown up, then realized with astonishment that the applause was for him!

For nearly ten years we were to work side by side, driving to and from the studio in one car—mine. He couldn’t drive, or wouldn’t. We were, indeed, a study in contrasts. I plowed through scripts and deal memos, trying to figure out how things got done. Evans really didn’t care. He was a true maverick who was driven to take the big risks, to do things his way.

The road was by no means easy. Evans was constantly being second-guessed by the domineering Charles Bluhdorn, the Austrian-born financier who owned Paramount and an instant expert on everything, from what stars should be paid to what films should cost. There was another instant expert in the wings as well. Martin Davis had been a press agent at Paramount when he came up with the idea of luring Bluhdorn into buying the studio. Taut and conspiratorial by nature, Davis had become an important force in the company but by the late 1960s was using his power to try to sell the back lot and move the studio operation to New York, where it would function under his direct control. Bluhdorn wanted to use the studio as part of a massive real estate deal involving a shady cluster of Italians—a key figure was the infamous Michele Sindona, who ultimately was to die in jail. Bob Evans was the only person at the studio who fought Martin Davis to keep the studio open. Threats and insults bothered Evans little.

I vividly recall the day Evans asked me to try to persuade Mike Nichols to do a special directing gig for us. His assignment: to direct Evans in preparing his filmed presentation to the board of directors. “What’s the purpose?” Nichols demanded. “To save the studio from becoming a cemetery.” It was vintage Evans—the unexpected—and it worked.

From that moment, the New York hierarchy left the making of films to their creators. Evans himself began to change. He became fascinated with the minutiae of post-production—the editing, the mix of music and effects, etc. The Godfather was a seminal experience in that Evans was dissatisfied with Francis Ford Coppola’s cut and spent months working round the clock with him on the film, even postponing its release date. Now the gossip in town was that Evans was intruding on the prerogatives of young filmmakers. The reality was quite the opposite: I watched as a superbly shot but ineptly put together film was transformed into a masterpiece.

After Godfather, Bob Evans became increasingly obsessed with his work. His Gatsby-like image began to fade. In the office all day, in the cutting room all night, he became somber and reclusive, increasingly dependent on painkillers for an acute back condition and on so-called vitamin shots dispensed by a friendly studio physician. By the mid-seventies, the dream had begun to fall apart.

Needless to say, I found all this saddening. Working with Evans had been a roller-coaster ride. He was a man devoid of pettiness; he could never criticize a colleague’s mistakes, however grotesque. He was willing to take artistic risks, however outrageous. But now, with his marriage to Ali MacGraw shattered and his substance-abuse problem worsening, I decided to move on to another job in the industry. Evans ultimately surrendered his power position at the studio and turned to producing and then, as this book chronicles, fell upon difficult times.

Memories of the good years at Paramount under Evans soon became frayed. The town forgot that through the Evans years a studio was reborn, extraordinary talents were nurtured, superb films were created. The American film emerged as number one in every country in the world. Suddenly the financial barons paid attention, legitimatizing a new industry for Wall Street to embrace. When I started with Bob in 1967, Paramount accounted for less than 5 percent of Gulf + Western’s revenue. In less than a decade, it was closing in on 50 percent. Five years ago, Gulf + Western changed its name to Paramount Communications.

His autobiography recounts his bizarre life in often embarrassing detail.

The biography’s voice is very much that of Evans—robust, audacious, original, though sometimes he minimizes his own hard work and achievements. Perhaps he never truly understood how much he gave of himself or comprehended the positive influence he had on others. The book relates many conflicts and clashes; it leaves out the countless kindnesses he dispensed.

But perhaps this was to be expected, I never felt Bob really understood his own innate ability. There were times, many times, when he was his own worst enemy. Given his propensity for doing good, it was amazing how much evil he allowed to penetrate his life.

Looking back, I too sometimes wonder if it all really happened. But happen it did. The films are there to prove it. Miraculously, so is Bob Evans.

—Peter Bart

Editor-in-chief, Variety Magazine


Introduction to the new edition

The so-called style of my writing bears little resemblance to the way I speak. In fact, no resemblance. Wish I could afford the luxury!

Writing, like music or dancing, hungers for that certain rhythm, that beat, that sound. Without it, no matter how talented the artist, his or her efforts get heaped on top of a pile, and then that gets heaped atop another pile. And no matter how high the pile rises, invariably it slides into the world of the unremembered.

What joy there must be in writing a novel. Facing that empty page each day, putting pen to paper, with a never-ceasing array of options and characters to invent. The allure of the boundless narrative. Eenie . . . meenie . . . minie . . . moe. Pick a character by the toe. If he hollers? Stick a narrative up his you-know. . . . Then, with pleasure, let ’im go. . . .

You want to have fun writing? That’s the way to do it.

Nonfiction? Well, that’s a different animal. Each day, sure, you face that same empty page. But this time there’s little joy, mucho trauma. Days turn to weeks, weeks to months. That empty page is still there, but you’ve got to fill it . . . with the truth.

Damn it! you think. Can’t I do something to pick up the pace in this chapter? Get some action goin’ here? Slip in a laugh or two? Try for a tear or two? Can’t I get one of these characters to do something a little different? Make things work out better?

WRONG! Doesn’t work that way.

Sure, I could try it. Plenty of people have. But they’d burn me at the stake! Hey, I’m a class act. A writer of documented nonfiction. I write the real shit!

The hard part is, making sure it doesn’t read like shit.

To tell the truth . . . and nothin’ but the truth . . . yet stick a bit of lightnin’ up the reader’s ass—that’s one mean hat trick. Don’t care how talented you are, or think you are. If you want to make truth jump from the page, you need a hook!

So how did I do it? How did I get this goddamn life onto the page?

It didn’t come easy. For more than a month I was alone, talking to myself on an all-but-deserted island. What a high! Suckin’ up them sounds of crickets, birds, and weird tropical winds. Thoughts began bulgin’ from my head—BIG! By purpose, I let ’em float, not search their way to paper. I was waitin’ to hear them bells, a beat, a chord, anything to protect my brain’s graphic thoughts from the enemy of false humility and puff. A sound that would keep ’em ingenuous, not self-serving.

Then, one day, I was on that empty beach. I had just finished grilling a succulent lobster, when a huge white pelican with arrowlike speed zoomed out of the sky straight at my fuckin’ head. Thought he was gonna take it off.

WHAM!

Instead, he copped my lobster.

As I squinted into the sun, lookin’ for the bird, it hit me. The survival of the fittest . . . the law of the jungle . . .

Shrieking like a cheerleader, I ran down the beach.

“I got it! I got it! I got my motherfuckin’ hook!”

One I would never have found in the maze of what’s thought of as civilization.

Forget grammatical perfection. Leave that to the pens of the more talented. Who the fuck wants to go toe-to-toe with George Bernard Shaw, anyway? Shock ’em with the unexpected! Put pen to paper to the gruffness of the caveman’s growl, the purr of the cat . . . the hiss of the rattlesnake . . . the sound of that bird winging down out of the sky. Lash out at them down-and-dirties with a sting of a crocodile’s tail. Staccato them painful mistakes with the swiftness of a jaguar on the hunt. Let them pleasures bellow out big with the roar of the lion! Taste them tiny successes with the litheness of a deer at play . . .

Be a baboon. That’s right, a baboon! Fuck ’em! Let ’em laugh at you. But be you. Be an original!

It is in that spirit I ask you to accept my writing—

to the beat of a different drummer—

as you turn the pages of The Kid Stays in the Picture.

 

Robert Evans

Beverly Hills, California

January 2013


Preface

There are three sides to every story: yours . . . mine . . . and the truth. No one is lying. Memories shared serve each differently. Be it day or decade, recall still remains the one ace I’ve been dealt from life’s deck.

In the spirit that the least spared in these pages be myself, I make no apology to those chronicled. At least you’ve been remembered—made a dent in another’s bumpy road.
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Chapter One

MARCH 14, 1972.

“Sidney, guess who’s coming to dinner.”

“Yeah?”

“Henry.”

“Kissinger?”

“Yeah!”

“You sure it’s right?”

“It’s great! Why?”

“It ain’t no ordinary film. That’s why. It’s about the boys—the organization. It’s a hot ticket.”

Was I hearing right? These words were coming from Sidney Korshak. The man whom The New York Times called one of the five most powerful people in the United States. For close to twenty years Sidney was not only my consigliere, but my godfather and closest friend.

In the past year alone, two phone calls of his saved my ass. Literally. The first, to stop the heavy muscle from threatening not only my life, but my newborn kid’s as well.

“Get the fuck outta our town, will ya? We don’t want nothin’ to happen to you or your kid. Go to Kansas City or St. Louis if ya wanna, but New York ain’t opening up for ya,” was the threat from New York’s families five.

One call from Korshak, suddenly, threats turned to smiles and doors, once closed, opened with an embrace.

Al Pacino had signed for another picture, The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight, and was contractually unavailable. A second call from Korshak—Pacino became available. Why was he now giving me heat?

“C’mon, Sidney. It’s a fuckin’ movie. It’ll be a bash—the biggest opening of the decade!”

“Yeah, and he’ll make it bigger.”

“So what. It’s my coming out party. He wants to be there. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing and everything.” Silence. “How’s Ali?”

“Fine.”

“Is that all you can tell me?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just asking. Did you fuck her yet?”

“No . . .”

He hung up.

I looked in the bedroom. Ali was still asleep. Or at least pretending to be.

 

The night before, she had flown in from El Paso on the Gulf + Western private jet without a moment’s rest—starting with a six A.M. wake-up call on Sam Peckinpah’s The Getaway. It was after one in the morning when she finally landed at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey, during the worst March snowstorm in New York’s memory.

For the past hour I’d been on the phone to Marlon Brando’s agent, Marlon Brando’s lawyer, Marlon Brando’s manager, trying to persuade Marlon to fly from L.A. to New York for the world premiere of The Godfather.

Brando had never gone to a premiere in his life. But months before, he’d agreed to godfather the premiere of The Godfather. It would be his “fuck you” to the world—his comeback in spades.

What a coup! It didn’t last long. Anna Kashfi—Marlon’s crazed ex-wife—kidnapped their son, Christian. Marlon canceled out. Two days before the premiere, Christian was found. I tasted the drama. It had to work.

Only one person could persuade Brando to make the opening—Christian’s psychiatrist. I was waiting for her return call when the loudspeaker announced the arrival of Ali’s plane. I rushed to the gate to greet my lady who but two months earlier, against her strong wishes, I’d packed off to Texas to star with Steve McQueen in The Getaway.

Two months had passed, and I hadn’t once bothered to visit her on location. The very lady who but hours before we married had whispered, “I love you, Evans. I love you . . .”—then, curling up beside me—“forever.”

“Forever,” I whispered back.

“Never leave me. Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Not even for two weeks.”

“Not for one.”

“I’m a hot lady, Evans.”

“Never change.”

“Then never let anything get between us, promise?”

“Promise.”

Pale and windblown, she entered the terminal. Quickly, we embraced. Instead of kissing her, I whispered, “Wait here. I’m expecting a call.”

“I’m exhausted, Evans. Can’t you call from the hotel?”

When I told her I couldn’t chance missing it, because it was a call from Brando’s kid’s psychiatrist, she looked at me as if I were the one who needed a shrink.

She was asleep before she hit the bench. Ali MacGraw, the biggest female movie star in the world, curled up in the waiting room of a freezing, two-bit airport, while her husband waited for the fuckin’ phone to ring.

It rang! For the next hour Ali could have been back in El Paso as I went back and forth with Christian’s psychiatrist, trying to make her an offer that even Marlon couldn’t refuse—a private jet for him and Christian. Father and son sharing the accolades together. What better reunion? The doctor wavered.

“I’ll call you back.”

“I’ve got him. I’ve got him,” I said to myself, pacing back and forth, waiting for the phone to ring. It did. Anxiously, I grabbed the receiver. Brando? He passed!

By now, it was almost three A.M. I hustled Ali through the falling snow, into the waiting limo. Before the door closed, she was asleep again—this time on my shoulder. I was glad as my thoughts had little to do with her—only, “How do I better Brando?” Would you say I was sick?

The next morning, the alarm blasted at 9:30. Instead of turning over to make love, I rushed to the phone in the living room. Weeks ago I had invited Henry Kissinger to the premiere. My timing couldn’t have been worse. The North Vietnamese offensive had just begun. Naturally, he begged off.

“Hello, this is Robert Evans. May I please speak to Dr. Kissinger?”

“Dr. Kissinger is with the President, Mr. Evans. He’ll have to call you back.”

“Have him call me as soon as possible, please. It’s urgent.”

Quicker than a junior agent at the William Morris agency, within ten minutes, Kissinger was on the phone.

“Bob, what’s the urgency?”

“I need you in New York.”

He laughed, “When?”

“Tonight.”

“The Paris peace talks—they’ve just blown apart.”

“I know—it’s on every channel. But I need you with me tonight, Henry—real bad.”

“Why?”

“The Godfather.”

“What?”

I couldn’t tell him I was calling because Brando flaked out.

“Tonight it’s for me, Henry. It’s the premiere. Win or lose, it would be worth it if I could walk in with you.”

“We’re in the middle of a blizzard. . . .” He paused. “I’m in with the President all day.” Again, he paused. “I have a seven-thirty breakfast that I can’t get out of.” A cough. “I’m leaving the country tomorrow.”

“Henry, I need you tonight.”

Only later did I learn that his “leaving the country” was in actuality a secret mission to Moscow; that his 7:30 breakfast was with Joint Chiefs of Staff to resolve the mining of Haiphong harbor.

A long pause. “I’ll get back to you.”

The phone rang. It was my boss, Charlie Bluhdorn, chairman of Gulf + Western, the conglomerate that owned Paramount Pictures. As usual, Charlie wanted to take my head off for something I had no control over. Life and Newsweek were on the stands with cover stories about The Godfather. Where was Time?

“We need a triple blitz, Evans. A triple blitz. You can do it. I know you can.”

“I’m trying, Charlie.”

“Try harder. For me, Evans, for me.”

The Carlyle operator interrupted, “Mr. Evans, the White House on the line.”

“The White House? What White House?” Bluhdorn screeched.

“Call you back, Charlie.”

It was one of Kissinger’s assistants. Blizzard and all, the doctor was flying in to be with me.

“What time?” she asked.

Protecting myself, “Six-thirty,” I said.

“Would you mind if the doctor changes at your hotel?”

Quickly, I dialed Bluhdorn back.

“Charlie, Kissinger’s coming!”

“Kissinger? Kissinger? Evans, I love you! I love you!”

The management of the St. Regis Hotel rued the day they accepted to take on the opening night party. Celebrated, highly profiled? Yes. But nothing was worth the grief of having to deal with the likes of me!

With less than twenty-four hours till post time, I called for a full dress rehearsal. On inspection, I made them change the napkins, silverware, candles, and—oh yes—the food.

After tasting it, I shook my head, “No, it’s too bland. Get me a new chef. A Sicilian.” Then I took on the orchestra leader. “Play The Godfather theme over and over until everyone is seated.”

“But Mr. Evans—”

“Don’t argue!”

He didn’t. He knew I’d fire him.

Finally, I gathered together the eighteen security guards I’d hired to protect the party from crashers. In keeping with the spirit of the night, all were dressed in double-breasted, striped gangsters’ suits and large-brimmed hats, rented from Strock Theatrical Costumes.

The fire ordinance of the St. Regis ballroom would not permit more than 470 people at the post-premiere bash. When more than 2,000 people are invited to the premiere, “the Crash Factor” becomes the paramount factor in protecting the bash from a potential disaster.

Protection being only as good as its weakest link, one by one, I placed each striped suit at his immovable station—starting with the outside revolving doors, then to the lobby itself, to every elevator, back and front, every staircase, back and front, to every lavatory and terrace. Did I plug every hole? I’d know in twenty-four hours.

I shook Ali awake. “Better get some breakfast, baby. There’s a car waiting. You’ve got to make it to Halston and back by four. Gotta go. Love ya.” She crawled back under the covers.

There was a rap on the door. It was Mary Cronin, a reporter from Time. She was there to see Al Pacino. Since Pacino lived in a cellar—no joke, a cellar—I’d arranged for them to meet in my suite for the interview.

Al showed up a few minutes later, unshaven, wearing a Navy pea coat and a knit hat pulled down over his ears. A second-story man? Possibly. But not the subject of a Time cover.

Quickly, he pulled me aside. “Can you loan me a fiver? I need it for the cab tonight.”

I slipped him two crisp C notes, which he pocketed without blinking. With that, I left, scratching my head. This kid’s the star of The Godfather?

Was my ass on the line! It was me who fought the entire Paramount organization to cancel the Christmas opening, give us time, get it right, touch a bit of magic. Not unlike a parachute jumper, a picture gets one shot—if it doesn’t open, it’s dead.

“Come on, fellas, back me!” No one did except Bluhdorn. Even my so-called loyal cabinet begged me not to press my luck. “Fuck luck, fellas, it’s instinct. If I can’t press it, I should fold.” Luck fucked me—a blizzard in the middle of March.

Outside, the storm was getting worse. I trudged to Meledandri, my tailor, for the final fitting of my new dinner suit—black velvet jacket and gray flannels. Then to the St. Regis, where I completed the seating plan as well as tasted the new chef’s rigatoni. Then by foot all the way across town to Loew’s State, where I was greeted by Al Lo Presti—Paramount’s ace acoustic guru.

“Is that you, Evans? You look like a fuckin’ snowball.”

“Fuck you too. Let’s get the sound right, okay?”

“Don’t worry, no one’s gonna show anyway. There ain’t no way to get here.”

Both of us burst out laughing. How could this be happening to us?

Not trusting anybody but ourselves, we planned our strategy to ensure that the sound levels would be correct for our now questionable night of triumph. (During the premiere, Al would bicycle between the two projection booths, listening to my instructions from the walkie-talkie neatly tucked in the inside breast pocket of my velvet dinner jacket.)

Back at the hotel, Ali came in from Halston’s. Being tired did not stop her from being accommodating, as she tried on various outfits for my appraising eye to pick. After settling on black feathers over a simple black sheath, we added a tight-fitting black “ostrich” hat, since she didn’t have time to get her hair done.

The Bluhdorns, my brother, Charlie, and his date, and a few others were invited over at 6:30 for a taste of caviar and champagne. My first guest arrived early—Henry Kissinger.

At 7:45 Ali and I joined Henry in the backseat of the limo. Pulling up to the theater, Henry leaned over. “Bobby, will there be a lot of press?”

“A lot.”

Somberly, shaking his head. “The President’s going to love this.”

The doors opened. Enough flashbulbs went off to light up New Jersey. On one arm—Ali MacGraw—the ravishing Mrs. Evans; on the other, the most charismatic statesman in the world. Was this really happening to me?

The paparazzi became so unruly that extra police were called in to physically push them back.

“Dr. Kissinger, why are you here tonight?” one of them yelled.

“I was forced,” he smiled.

“By who?”

Looking at me, “By Bobby.”

“Did he make you an offer you couldn’t refuse?”

“Yes.”

When the lights went down and Nino Rota’s music swelled, my whole life seemed to pass before me. Here, sitting between Henry and Ali, watching this epic unfold, I felt that everything my life was about had led up to this moment.

Two hours and fifty-six minutes later Diane Keaton asked Pacino if he was responsible for all the killings.

“No,” he lied, then walked into the family library, leaving her behind to watch two of his hit men, Richard Castellano and Richard Bright, come in to kiss their new godfather’s ring. The doors slowly closed on Keaton’s face—the screen went to black—the credits started to roll. No applause—not a sound—just silence. Scary? No, eerie.

“It’s a bomb,” I said to myself. I looked at Ali, then Henry. Their faces too were solemn. “Let’s get out of here.”

In the backseat of the limo, Henry shrugged. “Reminds me of Washington; just different names, different faces.”

No compliment. He must have hated it.

Squeezing my hand, Ali whispered, “Evans, I’m so proud of you. It’s brilliant.” What else could she say, she was my wife.

Am I an idiot giving a party? It’s a mob picture, not a musical.

Wrong again. It was a blast! I played master of ceremonies, introducing anyone and everyone. From Mario Puzo to Francis Coppola, they all made it to the stage.

The screaming, the fights, the threats that never let up since day one of filming, were worth it. Even Francis Coppola, the director whom I’d hired over Paramount’s objections and then personally fired four different times during the post-production editing, came over to hug me, closing the book on two years of terrible battles—from casting to music and the final edit.

Two jarring moments put a slight dent in the evening. Spotting Sidney and Bernice Korshak at a table across the floor, I rushed over and kissed Bernice.

“Without the big man, none of this could have happened. Join our table, will you?”

Not cracking a smile, he shook his head. “No.”

“Why?”

“And give the fuckin’ press a field day?”

“Come on, Sidney, it’s your night too.”

Like a vise, he grabbed my arm. “Don’t ever bring me and Kissinger together in public. Ever! Now go back to your table, spend some time with your wife, schmuck.”

I hadn’t been back at my table for more than five minutes when Jimmy Caan, who exploded into stardom that night, rushed over. An embrace? No! He grabbed my other arm. “You cut my whole fuckin’ part out.” Did I hear right?

Sure. An actor is an actor is an actor is an actor.

Ali never looked more radiant. For the rest of the night we danced as one. Holding her tightly in my arms, I felt I was the luckiest man in the world. It was the highest moment of my life.

Was I dreaming it? I was. It was all a façade. The beginning of the end.


Chapter Two

“Hey, pretty boy!”

Six staccato punches—that’s all it took for Jimmy Cagney to finish off Humphrey Bogart and his two henchmen. Then he straightened his tie, flashed his cocky grin, and walked out as if he’d just left church. . . .

I had Cagney’s strut down perfect as I came out of Angels with Dirty Faces at the Regency, sauntered up Broadway, then turned into my block on West Eighty-third Street.

“Your wallet, pretty boy!”

He must have been a half foot taller and eighty pounds heavier, but, thinking I was Cagney, I punched him in the gut before he had a chance to grab my lapels. From behind, the other guy grabbed my hair. I let out a scream that could have been heard in Yonkers. Flash! A blade slashed down my left cheek. They took off like lightning.

I ran down Eighty-third Street, past Mike the doorman, into an empty elevator. The door closed. Before my eyes in the mirror, blood gushed like a fire hydrant down my face.

My mother took one look at me and screamed, “Archie! Hurry!” She burst into tears. “Bobby, Bobby, my poor baby!”

Pop ran out in his undershirt and shorts.

“What happened?” His face ashen. “Who did it? Who did it?”

Cagney would have stayed mum. So did I.

“Florence, get Dr. Anderson!”

He pulled me into the bathroom, pressing the wound with a towel to make the bleeding stop.

“Florence,” he called out, “don’t get Anderson. He’ll want to put stitches in. Bobby doesn’t need them. Bring me some ice.”

Pop was right. The bleeding stopped. Thanks to Jimmy Cagney, the thugs didn’t get the seventy-five cents in my pocket. Thanks to Jimmy Cagney, I still have that scar running down my left cheek. As for Dr. Anderson’s stitches—I think I needed them in my head!

 

I was born in New York City on June 29, 1930, in Women’s Hospital just as the Depression was sinking in. My name was Robert J. Shapera, the J sounding good but standing for nothing I know of. After a few days I was brought home to live at 825 West End Avenue with my parents and my brother, Charles, who was four years older.

I don’t remember much about the Depression except that my pop had to work seven days a week at his dental clinic in Harlem to keep us housed, fed, and clothed. He was always the provider—not only for us, but for his mother and three sisters as well. Both my parents were second-generation Jews. That was all they had in common.

Pop grew up with a father he never saw and a mother and three sisters needing him to bring home the bacon. He was a brilliant pianist, talented enough to play duets with Rachmaninoff. But he never gave himself the chance to become the next Rachmaninoff. Instead he paid his way through Columbia University’s dental school giving piano lessons. Rather than using the brilliance of his fingers to fill concert halls, he used them to fill cavities. Because his father had been an indigent, a nonprovider, his family always came before his dreams. Responsibility, rather than fantasies fulfilled, became his life. Poor Pop, he was dealt a hand he couldn’t win.

Conversely, my mother’s family rolled in green, but was empty on education. One of nine children (five boys and four girls), she was the beauty of the Krasnes. While others went without food during the Great Depression, her brothers were driven around in chauffeured limousines.

Abe, the eldest and richest, owned Krasdale Foods. He must have been one popular guy sitting in the backseat of his custom-built sixteen-cylinder, open-chauffeured Cadillac limousine, passing hundreds of people on most every corner waiting in breadlines.

His younger brothers, Izzy, Julius, Ben, and Sam, were in business together—competitors of Abe, owning Bernice Foods. All of them together weren’t as wealthy as Abe. They only had Packard limousines. Only two of the five could write anything but their name on a check.

The five brothers shared one thought: their beautiful sister, Florence, had married beneath her. How could she compromise, marrying a dentist—in Harlem, no less? One day, when I was fourteen, I found out.

Whenever my parents left town, I would sneak girls into the apartment. My parents were vacationing in Boca Raton, Florida. One night, after spending hours with a girl in my bedroom, she asked if she could borrow a comb, brush, and lipstick. She didn’t want to look like a tramp, which she was, walking past the doorman.

Quietly, I slipped past the maid’s room into my parents’ bedroom, opening my mother’s vanity. Gathering together a comb, brush, and lipstick, I spotted a hatbox I’d never noticed before. Curiously, I untied the ribbon and opened it. Inside were letters, all in my father’s handwriting.

The first thing next morning, I snuck back into the bedroom. The hatbox was filled with love letters, more than a hundred of them from Archie to Florence, starting after their first date. No wonder she’d fallen in love with him! My father was more than a dentist—he was a romantic. A poet. How could she not be swept off her feet?

My parents were the classic marriage of opposites. Mom was the personality of the two—quick to laugh, expressive with her feelings, friendly with strangers. When she was home, the phone never stopped ringing. When she took a weekend off with the girls, it never rang at all. Certainly not for Archie. Pop’s entire life was us—his wife and children. (Later, when I was twelve, another child was born, my baby sister, Alice.)

Pop lived a double life. To his social contemporaries, a nameless dentist. But once north of 110th Street, Pop was a king. Almost everyone knew of his full-floor dental clinic on the corner of 133rd Street and Lenox Avenue. Just below was the hottest club in Harlem, owned by Madam Queen of the numbers racket royalty.

Pop had the first fully integrated dental clinic in America. He had six dental rooms, staffed by four dentists and four nurses, split evenly between black and white. Not bad for the thirties, huh?

It was two bucks an extraction. Every patient was black, except for Charles and me. My mother’s family insisted she go to their dentist on Central Park West.

Ernest, the black superintendent of the building, was my father’s best pal. During the winter he made sure the clinic was fully heated. During the summer he kept an air-cooling system filled with blocks of ice. My father had the only air-conditioned offices in Harlem and his business thrived because of it. Ah, but Ernest sported the pearliest whites in Harlem—gratis from Archie. When he died, Pop paid for his best friend’s funeral.

At least one Sunday a month, I took the subway up to 135th Street and Seventh Avenue and walked the three blocks to his office. Sunday was usually a half day, but Pop and his staff stayed as long as it took to see every patient.

Locking up, he then opened the safe in the X-ray lab and took out the week’s earnings. There was nothing but cash—mostly two-dollar bills, some ones, a rare fiver. I helped him separate the bills into nine stacks and watched as he personally paid each nurse and dentist. Once I saw one of the nurses—she was a beauty, a black beauty—squeeze his hand and whisper something in his ear. His face beamed. It was my only glimpse into what could have been a secret life. The ninth stack of bills he put into his own pocket, which bulged like a softball—and off we were.

Lenox Avenue was his. Everyone knew him, from the cop on horseback to the vagrant on the stoop. “Hiya, Doc, how’s it goin’?” Or “Sorry I’m late, Doc, I’ll bring the two bucks in on Monday!”

We walked from Harlem to Riverside Drive. To this day, I treasure that time alone with him. How different the city was then! Here we were, a man and boy, white, walking through the Depression days of black Harlem, and never for a second did we feel threatened.

My imitations of Cagney, Bogart, Cooper, Gable, and Stewart made him laugh. Putting his forefinger down under my chin, he tilted my head up. Our eyes met.

“You’re some character, kid!” Through the eyes of a nine-year-old looking up, even though he was only five foot eight or nine, he looked like a giant. He was.

Putting hand in pocket, he pulled out a crisp two-dollar bill. Dropping it into the hat of a young soldier with no legs wheeling himself down Lenox Avenue. The soldier smiled up.

“Doc, without you I couldn’t smile.” Then taking out his upper and lower dentures, he started to laugh. “Couldn’t eat either.”

Then with the zest of a relay sprinter he went into high gear down Lenox Avenue, laughing like he hadn’t a worry in the world.

Many Sundays later, taking a walk down Lenox Avenue, I told Pop of my dream.

“What do you think about me becoming an actor?”

He laughed. “Sure, sure.” But he didn’t say no.

Back home, he’d take out his wad of cash.

“Bobby, break it down, count it, give me the total.” It felt better than stealing home plate. For a flash, I was a pit boss in a gambling casino, giving him the final total while he sat eating his canned salmon and saltines at the kitchen table.

One Sunday in December 1941, my brother and I picked Pop up in Harlem, splurged on a cab, and headed to the Polo Grounds. The Giants were playing the Dodgers. In those days, the Dodgers were not only a baseball team, but a football team as well. The stadium was packed. The favored Giants were upset by a score of 37-17. But the guys in uniform were not there to see the end.

In the cab home, we heard why: the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. Imagine, they never even announced it during the game.

That night a family meeting was called at my Uncle Abe’s. I was always uncomfortable visiting my rich uncles, especially Abe. They were perfectly nice to us, but it is no high being looked down upon as a poor relative—which we were. The only one more uncomfortable than me was Pop. As soon as he entered the wood-paneled elevator to ascend to Abe’s eighteen-room penthouse overlooking Central Park, he began to shrink. He knew no one there was interested in hearing about the gold tooth he’d put in the mouth of some shvartzer that day, or about Rachmaninoff’s new prelude or one of his historical theories on the subject of religious genocide.

That night, all they were interested in was, first, how to keep their kids from going to war; second, how to expand their wealth; and third, how to protect it.

We were the first to leave. As we were going down in the elevator, I remember, Pop said in a voice barely above a whisper, “The wealthy will get wealthier and the young will die.”

 

Just as my father wanted to be everything his father was not, I wanted to be everything my father was not. My dreams would become realities no matter what.

Radio in those days was king. No matter how poor you were, everyone in America had a church-shaped Philco or Edison in their living room—it was the family hearth. Starting at nine in the morning, fifteen-minute soap operas filled the air with the latest installment of “Young Widder Brown,” “The Right to Happiness,” and so on. In the evening, the shows ran longer, from thirty-minute soaps like “Henry Aldrich” and “Gangbusters” to hour-long dramas like “Lux Radio Theatre.” Radio employed more actors than theater and films combined.

My only friend at Joan of Arc Junior High was Larry Frisch, another loner who wanted to be an actor. Larry’s dad was a radio executive, and from him we learned how to get our foot in the door.

“Make up a résumé,” he said, “a pack of lies—credits that can’t be checked.”

In the summer of 1942, my family rented a house on the ocean in Long Beach, Long Island. Instead of hanging around the beach clubs, I became a commuter with my copy of “Radio Registry,” which listed the week’s available parts, tucked under my arm.

From nine to five, June to September, I hit every audition room in New York, making up one story after another about my brilliant career to date. I got my foot in the door, but that was as far as it got.

Rejection breeds obsession. How could I break in? I had one talent, an ear for accents. I couldn’t speak German, French, Italian, or Spanish, but there was no one better at faking it than me.

When school started up, I went right on filling out audition blanks. Finally I got a part—a Nazi colonel in a concentration camp for “Radio Mystery Theater.”

Here I was, a twelve-year-old Jewish kid, within six months labeled the top Nazi in town—in radio that is. The trouble was I couldn’t stop playing it in life. From the age of twelve, until the day Pop died, I always called him the Führer. Whenever Pop came through the front door I’d click my heels, “Sieg heil mein Führer.”

Call a spade a spade, but I was the only one south of 110th Street who looked up to him.

Being hailed as the Führer didn’t rest well with family or friends—all of whom, naturally, were Jewish.

“Archie, your kid. Is he a little off?”

“Let’s Pretend” was the show to be on; it was every radio actor’s goal. On Saturday mornings from eleven to twelve, every kid in America was glued to these adventure stories—a new, original fantasy every week. By the time I was fourteen I was a regular. Playing everything from a German baron to a Spanish buccaneer and a stuttering Italian waiter, I was the accent kid.

My father always resented not being called by his proper surname, “Shapera” rather than “Shapiro.” His sensitivity concerning a pronunciation mistake so slight seemed totally foreign to his persona. In fact, it had nothing to do with pronunciation. It was far more complicated. Call it thwarted revenge, harbored resentment toward a father who would go out to buy a newspaper and return home three weeks later—broke. A degenerate gambler who was always away, leaving his family on empty.

Late one evening, Pop walked into our bedroom, his face pained. “Boys, I need a favor. It’s about my mother. She’s got six months left, maybe a year. Her whole life’s been one big sacrifice. Never a luxury, a good year, a good month. All that mattered to her was her Archie. I suppose I filled the gap for a husband she never had.” What was he getting at?

“Her maiden name was Evan. That should be your calling card. Why carry his moniker? He was never there. I wanted to do it myself, but I couldn’t. I was afraid he’d hurt her. For me, it’s too late. But for you, life’s just starting. For Grandma, for me, let her know her Archie loves her”—his voice cracked—“before she passes on.”

Our name now started with an E. We kept the S, however. It became the last letter of our new moniker. Without it, again our last name could have been mispronounced as “even” and the one thing we didn’t want was to go through life with our surname mistaken for an adjective or adverb.

Here we were, a family divided, everyone with a different name. Divided in name only, though. If anything, it brought us closer. And me, I was now Robert Evans—“Nazi actor” for hire.

After junior high I wanted to go to Professional Children’s School. At PCS, classes ended at noon, which gave you the afternoon off to get on with your career. My mother wouldn’t hear of it. Her elder son, the conformist, had gone to Horace Mann, a college-prep school. Her younger son, though a bit peculiar, should at least get what’s considered a “normal” education.

My father’s attitude was a bit different. Outwardly, he didn’t approve of my acting ambitions, but at least I had a goal. And in some ways, inwardly, I think it was a new beginning for him, living out his thwarted dreams through his little Bobby’s adventures.

One night I joined him in the kitchen, where he was hunched over his usual salmon and saltines.

“I know why you waited up to talk to me,” he said. “It’s about school, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“If you want to go to PCS, you’re going to have to earn it.”

“Sure, that’s okay. How?”

He thought for a minute while he finished off the last of the salmon. “I want you to take an admissions test for Bronx High School of Science.”

“C’mon, Pop! It’s in the Bronx, and I’m not looking to be a scientist.”

“Hear me out, Bobby. First you have to get in. Only five percent make it. If you do, and get an A in every subject for one year, you can go pick any school you want.”

“What if I don’t get in?”

“If you don’t, you can’t get A’s.”

“Pop, that’s not fair . . . !”

“You’re right. If life were fair, I’d be playing Chopin at Carnegie Hall.”

I took the test. I got in. I hated it more than I thought. Not only did I have to travel an hour each day to the Bronx, not only was it academically the toughest school in the city, not only did I have nothing in common with one kid in the entire school, but I had zero interest in every course. Yet, to get the hell out, I had only one goal—the big A across the board.

Before the ink dried, my final report card was before my father’s eyes—the only letter on it was the big A. Though two had minuses next to them, he couldn’t deny there was no other letter on the card.

Did I resent it? Sure. Was Pop right? Sure! If I could get through that, nothing could stop me now.

 

Charles and I were walking down Broadway. Suddenly he pointed to a girl. “What a beauty.”

“Do you want her? She’s yours.”

Charlie looked at me, his kid brother, as if I were crazy. “Sure,” he’d laugh.

Maybe it was his laugh that gave me the adrenaline to go up to the girl, sheepishly saying, “Someone dared me to try to meet you.”

Was I from another planet? She’d walk a little faster. I’d keep up with her—a step, a block, two blocks, whatever it took. If nothing else worked, I’d go into one of my imitations—Cagney, Gable, Grant, Cooper. When I got a smile out of her I’d say, “I do this for a living. Ever hear of ‘Let’s Pretend’?”

If she said, “Sure,” or anything sounding like it, she was a goner.

“I’m on it every Saturday. I’m a radio actor. How’d you like to watch the next show? Bring a couple of friends.” If she opened her mouth yes, like a fish, she was hooked. “I’ll send you the tickets. Come backstage if you’d like. Where can I call you?”

Once I got her number, I said a quick good-bye. Though I was only fourteen, my batting average was better than Ted Williams’s.

Instinct cannot be taught, bought, or acquired. Either you have it or you don’t; it does not come with age. Till this day, I can’t switch from TV to cable. Yet before I could shave, I was as instinctive to a woman’s thoughts as I am today.

Danger was my turn-on. The thrill of sneaking a girl into my parents’ apartment was greater than getting her into bed. That ended at one o’clock in the morning on New Year’s Eve of 1944. My parents were away for the weekend, Charles was in the army, and the girl next to me in bed was Patty Wheeler, daughter of Bert Wheeler, the great comedian. Only eighteen but already the toast of Broadway, she thought I was seventeen.

Suddenly, a knock on the door. It was Daisy Diggs, our nosy housekeeper. “You in there with some tramp, Bobby?” Quickly, I put my hand over Patty’s mouth. “Shhh.”

“You hear me? You get outta there with that white trash. Your daddy’s gonna give you some whippin’ in the mornin’.”

Patty gave me a double take. “How old are you?”

I cringed. “Fourteen.”

At noon on New Year’s Day, I was greeted with a smack across the face by Pop, the only time he ever hit me.

“Don’t ever be disrespectful in our home again, ever!”

I wasn’t. I found a more dangerous turf—the banquet room on the top floor of the St. Moritz Hotel. It was my cousin’s wedding. Others were congratulating the bride and groom. I was checking out my new digs.

Not bad. Great view, terrace, lounges, privacy, no upkeep. When we left, I checked the elevators, staircases, entrances, and exits. “Can’t beat the price,” danger told me.

Like a second-story man, the next afternoon, and for a week to come, I checked the place out, doing a dry run from the hotel entrance to the thirty-first floor, passing the doorman, to the elevator, getting off two floors from the top, a quick left to the back staircase and up two flights by foot, find the one keyless door, which I did, and there it was—my home away from home.

Dangerous? Sure. That was the turn-on.

“Go up the elevator to the twenty-ninth floor, turn left and open the back stairwell,” I’d whisper to my love of the night.

“It shouldn’t take longer than seven minutes. Wait, count to a hundred. I’ll be there. Got it?”

Did she get it!

Whether it be a debutante or a showgirl, my M.O. was the same. I used the place so often I could have done it blindfolded. Ah, but whoever the lady of the night might be, she thought we were sharing something together for the very first time.

During the week, I’d zero in on showgirls, and for good reason—they only had two hours off. It’s what’s called “between shows.” To me a triple blitz. Danger, dropping my pants, and home in time to finish my homework. My sumptuous terrace suite at the St. Moritz remained my private paradise for almost two years.

One night in the middle of a rather intimate embrace, four hands grabbed me from the back. It was the manager with two guards behind him. Embarrassing? The girl I was with just happened to be on the cover of Life that week: THE DEBUTANTE OF THE YEAR.

 

My new best pal, Dickie Van Patten, was the top juvenile actor in town. At eighteen, he had appeared in more than twenty Broadway plays, and had six or seven running parts on radio soaps. We made a great team: me, dark-haired and swarthy; Dickie, blond and fair-skinned. We were the same size and constantly exchanged each other’s clothes to make people think we had twice the wardrobe we really had. Dickie was almost two years older than me, but we shared the same addictions: gambling, girls, and danger.

At the time, Dickie had the juvenile lead on Broadway in Terence Rattigan’s O Mistress Mine, starring Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne. On Saturday night, I’d meet him after the show backstage at the Empire Theater. With Jeremiah, Alfred Lunt’s black valet, we’d hop a cab to Harlem.

The Red Rooster was a gambling parlor and whorehouse. Dickie and I were the only white faces in the joint. The poker tables were downstairs, the bedrooms upstairs. We never ventured upstairs, but we didn’t have to. All the waitresses could do it: you’d hold out a dollar bill, and in one movement, they’d lift their skirts, squat, and pick up your tip with their pussies. Through the eyes of a fifteen-year-old, it was tantamount to discovering an eighth continent.

For years, Dickie had the juvenile lead on “Young Widder Brown”—radio’s top soap. Through him, I got a running part on the show as his best friend. During rehearsal breaks, we’d hang out with all the other soap actors around the third-floor stairwell of NBC.

Dickie knew that the one thing I couldn’t say no to was a dare. One day, he pointed to the railing over the stairwell. “A buck says you can’t hang by your fingers for five minutes.”

It was thirty feet down, enough to kill me.

“You’re on.”

Everyone gathered around. And there I hung, and hung, and hung.

While Dickie counted off the minutes, I shut my eyes and counted off the seconds, trying to block out the pain. Finally, four hands pulled me up. There was no applause, but it sure filled up my little black book with more numbers than I had pages for. Only the day before, no one even knew my name.

 

Haaren High, located on Eleventh Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street, smack in the middle of Hell’s Kitchen—was the roughest school in Manhattan. An all-boys prep school for jail. After my year at Bronx Science, I thought I’d won the right to go to Professional Children’s School. My father said okay, but my mother still insisted on a “normal” school.

Nobody in his right mind would ever choose Haaren—that is, if he wanted to come out alive. I did. It was the one place I could matriculate and be out by 11:40 in the morning.

The only thing I learned there was survival. It didn’t take long to figure out my only shot to make it out alive was not to show fear, and not to let on I was an actor. Luckily, the toughest kids in the school were the dumbest. That was my ace. Suddenly, their homework was done, and cheating became an art. For this, I ascended to a king without a throne. Without it, my next address could have easily been the morgue next door.

Haaren High was an embarrassment, especially for my folks. But by bus, it was ten minutes to Rockefeller Center. Once the bell rang, I was out the door and off like a sprinter to the bright lights of big Broadway.

The gusher decade of the eighties was a fizzle compared to the postwar forties. Watch out 1945, here I come. Close to ninety shows a year hit the Broadway boards. The eight major film studios each turned out between fifty to sixty flicks a year. (Today, the eight combined don’t turn out that many.) Each studio had between forty to seventy actors under contract. Broadway was the mecca—Hollywood the next stop. There were more agents in New York than police and more actors than cockroaches.

Now fifteen, attending Haaren finishing school, scratching out a buck or two on radio, I copped a big one—the co-lead on “Henry Aldrich,” the most popular half-hour family comedy on radio, with a paycheck of $175 a week to boot.

Next, the lead in the stage production of Booth Tarkington’s Seventeen at the Equity Library Theater, New York’s most prestigious showcase for actors. The pay was zip. The exposure, unbuyable.

My parents attended opening night. Just two weeks later, they were sitting across a large, oval oak desk from Charles Abrahamson, New York’s most prestigious film agent, head of Famous Artists.

“Your son’s got a presence. That’s the key in film. More than talent; more than looks. With your permission, I’d like to put him under personal contract, get him on the boards, do a play or two, test the waters, sign him with Warners, Twentieth, or Metro—whoever shows the most interest.”

Mom and Pop were in shock. Me! I was now a Famous Artist.

 

Chamberlain Brown was the oldest, most revered, and by far the most snobbish purveyor of talent in the theatrical world. Whether it be W. C. Fields, Clark Gable, or Douglas Fairbanks, every actor on his way to them Pearly Gates of Hollywood passed through his doors. He must have been in his seventies when I met him. A foppish man on a couch, he didn’t smile but pointed to a bookcase.

“Walk over there, pick out a book, and bring it to me.” I obeyed. “You move well. Sit down.” I sat. “What have you done?”

“Mostly radio.” I reeled off my credits.

Looking me over. “How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“Huh. Abrahamson was right. Your voice—who trained you?”

“Nobody.”

“Well, we’ll find out just how good you are. We’ll fit you in at our New Amsterdam Theatre showcase. Find a scene—ten or fifteen minutes max.”

With a sarcastic laugh, “Let’s see how that untrained voice of yours responds to pressure.” Walking out, his high-pitched voice squeaked. “You’re sure your voice is not trained?”

“Wish it were,” I smiled.

On Tuesday afternoons, the New Amsterdam Theatre, seating more than eight hundred people, was the hottest ticket in town. Credentials, not money, allowed one entrance.

Chamberlain Brown, the guru of tomorrow’s stars, presented his showcase—twelve to sixteen actors, all with ticker tape credentials, presenting their wares before an array of directors, producers, writers, talent scouts, and every top Hollywood mogul in town. Each seat was filled with a “somebody,” seeking to discover the next Humphrey Bogart, Lana Turner, or Cary Grant.

There I stood backstage—my big break. Hollywood, here I come! Only a month before, Chamberlain Brown gave me the big news of my big break, that I was gonna be front and center at his New Amsterdam Theatre showcase. Excitedly, I called Abrahamson, my mentor. “Don’t stretch,” he advised.

I looked through play after play, realizing the one way to be underwhelming was to give a road show performance of a remembered performance. Why not write an original?

My brother, Charles, had just gotten out of the army and was unemployed. Why not do a scene between brothers—one confronting the other? The elder comes back from the army, finds out his kid brother’s been playing around with his “lady” while he was landing at Normandy.

Didn’t Abrahamson say “Don’t stretch?” Well, I wasn’t.

Charlie had never worked professionally, but so what—he had only four words to say: “Why’d you do it?”

Then for nine pages, I copped to the truth about his so-called lady. Furious, he pulls a gun out and blows me away.

Each day, for the next month, we rehearsed, rehearsed, and rerehearsed; by now, my nine pages of dialogue down so pat, I could have done them backward.

From behind the curtain I look out. There’s Charles Abrahamson in the third row, next to him, Jack L. Warner, “Mr. Big” of Warners. Watch out, Hollywood—here I come. Half a dozen actors already had done their gig. From center stage, Chamberlain Brown’s high-pitched voice echoes through the theater. “May I now introduce Robert Evans.”

I jab Charlie with a left, “Okay, let’s give it to ’em.”

The curtain parts. From stage left Charlie walks to center. From stage right, I do the same. I’m standing there. He’s standing there. His lips part—nothin’ comes out.

The fucker’s frozen.

I shake him, whispering.

“Give me the fuckin’ line, will ya.” He’s a glacier.

I grab both his arms:

“Tell me I’m no good, tell me I’m a piece of shit, tell me anything.”

Nothing.

“Kill me if you wanna!”

He takes his gun out and shoots me. Is he fuckin’ nuts? What about my nine pages of dialogue? Now, I’ve gotta drop to the floor dead. I did.

Suddenly Charlie’s defrosted, but it was too late. I was dead, so was my career. He looks down at me. I look up at him. I wanna kill him, instead both of us burst out laughing.

There we are, center stage, two hyenas in hysterics. The audience loved it—a new comedy find—the next Abbott and Costello. They’re laughing too. Yeah, but we couldn’t stop.

Wham! The curtain closes.

It’s Chamberlain Brown, he’s screaming.

“Throw ’em out! Throw ’em out!” His temple vein was about to burst. “Lunatics! Lunatics! You’ll never work on Broadway as long as Chamberlain Brown’s alive.”

That did it. Laughter turned to convulsions.

“Garbage, garbage!” as blood began pouring from his nostrils. “Throw ’em out! Out! Out!”

Like garbage, four stagehands grab us and throw us out into the back alley. Was it worth it? Yeah, it was the longest laugh of our lives.

Did Chamberlain Brown keep his word? Forget Broadway. I couldn’t get an audition for summer stock. Was I angry with Charlie? That’s what you call love.

 

* * *

 

“If your feet are as fast as your hands, you could be one hell of a scrapper—maybe make the pros. There ain’t many white kids around. Maybe I’ll even manage you, call you Pretty Boy Floyd.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’m an actor, not a fighter.”

“Good for you, kid. Your hands, usin’ ’em right, is as important in acting as it is in fighting—that’s if you wanna make the pros. So keep ’em up.”

The words were coming from Mike Todd, who was getting a kick out of watching me punch the bag at the Gotham Health Club. Me, I enjoyed nothing more than showing off in front of him, for in total awe was I of this adventurer, gambler, entrepreneur, showman, and, oh yes, cocksman to boot. And there he was watching me.

Many a day, we would leave the Gotham Health Club, walk up Sixth Avenue to Central Park South, and grab a quick sandwich at Rumpelmayer’s; never sitting at a table, but at the counter—it was faster. He always ordered the same thing: a chicken salad sandwich on rye toast and a strawberry soda. Naturally, I ordered the same, not caring, just wondering why he wanted to break bread with me—a sixteen-year-old kid.

As years passed, his myth only grew, marrying some funny-looking dame, Elizabeth Taylor, at the height of her career, and accomplishing the near impossible, raising his own financing and independently producing Around the World in Eighty Days, which won the Academy Award for best film of the year.

At the pinnacle of his success, he was killed in a plane crash over Palm Springs. He died the way he lived—dangerously.

One Saturday afternoon, we left the club and walked to our usual sandwich hangout. Ordering the usual as well, Mike took out a big cigar, then lit it with a wooden match.

“You’ve got too much moxie, kid, to be an actor. It’s okay for a dame, but not for a guy. Unless you make it big, real big, it’s a lousy life. After a while you start losin’ your cojones. There’s nothin’ more boring than hangin’ with some half-assed actor, talkin’ about himself.” Finishing his sandwich, he quickly got up. “Gotta go. I’m late for a gin game.”

“Could I play?”

He burst out laughing. “You? Play in this game? Are you nuts? These guys will take your pants off and not even blink. What will you pay ’em with? Your dick? Come up and watch if you wanna. Just don’t be a wise ass.”

The game was next door at 40 Central Park South. Mike was late. Five guys were waiting. It was a six-handed game. The group played once a week. No one wanted to be paid by check, only by cash. At the start of every session, the prior week’s tally would be settled—in cash, of course.

There was a problem, a first. The guy responsible for keeping the tally sheet lost it. All six agreed that there were two winners and four losers, but no one agreed as to how much each one owed to whom. They were all friends. No one was looking for an edge. Rather, everyone’s recollection was different.

Mike, one of the four losers broke in. “Fuck this, fellas. I’ve only got four hours and I came to play gin. You say I owe $2,100, right, Nick?”

“Yeah
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