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To my family, my friends, my employees,

and everyone who came to Dan Tana’s.

You are in my heart.
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Introduction


A good restaurant has a good bar, and a good bar has ghosts.

It is late afternoon, the autumn sky changing from light to dark. The traffic on Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood is hard and heavy when I arrive at the Italian restaurant that bears my name. I haven’t owned it for years. Movie posters and pictures of athletes on the walls, paintings by my ex-wife, Chianti bottles hanging from the ceiling, red leather booths, red-and-white checked tablecloths. It’s small and cozy—only twenty tables. A joint. A place with history. Ghosts.

You get the picture.

I am an old man, recently turned ninety. I live nearly full-time in Belgrade, Serbia, near where I was born and raised and fled after the war as a soccer-playing teenager. But I visit one of my two daughters in Los Angeles several times a year. And every visit, whether I am there for three days or three weeks, includes dinner every night at Dan Tana’s.

I am Dan Tana.

I have been a soccer player, an actor, a film producer, a soccer team owner, and a restaurateur. I have survived a war, three marriages, and two daughters. I have friends in more countries than I can count. I have experienced the ups, the downs, and the in-betweens, and I have not only survived but thrived by embracing them all with joy and gratitude for being here, for living life.

I always refer to myself as the luckiest man alive. I feel that way this evening as I walk into my restaurant.

I enter through the back, straight into the kitchen, where I am engulfed by the sweet aroma of butter and garlic simmering, and the sound of marinara sauce burbling on the stove and of vegetables being washed and chopped. Dinner has not yet started. It’s the calm before the storm. One of the cooks, looking up without interrupting his prep, says, “Hello, boss.” He has worked at the restaurant for more than thirty years. Inside the dining room, a waiter finishing setups spots me and shakes hands. “Good to see you, boss.” He has also worked here for nearly thirty years.

The maître d’, spying me across the dining room, serves up a welcoming grin. I receive a hug from him. He’s a newbie with only ten years at the restaurant.

“Dan Tana himself,” he says.

“I have friends coming later,” I say.

In reality, friends of mine are already there. The ghosts. I walk over to the bar, letting the palm of my hand skim the long, polished wooden bar top. It was here before this place became Dan Tana’s and I am sure it will be here long after. The average diner might not see the ghosts, but I do, all of them crowded together—Bert Schneider, Dennis Hopper, Dabney Coleman, Bob Rafelson, Lakers owner Jerry Buss, John Drew Barrymore Jr.—drinking, talking, laughing, complaining, arguing, flirting with some of the women, eyeing others with designs on them for later in the evening, having a good time.

By the end of the bar, closest to the kitchen, the best perch in the whole place, is the guy who calls Dan Tana’s his home: Harry Dean Stanton.

“Hi, Harry. Good to see you tonight.”

“Hey, you’re in town.”

“Yeah.”

“How’re the girls?”

“Good. Everyone’s good.”

Harry died in 2017, but he never left Tana’s. His weathered face and half-lidded eyes are as clear to me as the three shelves of liquor bottles rising behind the bar. Calling him a regular somehow falls short of capturing his presence. If he was in town, he was at the far end of the bar five nights a week. For forty years he was here.

He said he showed up one day and kept coming back. It was that simple.

“They stayed open until two o’clock and served food until one o’clock in the morning,” he once told a paparazzo camped outside the restaurant. “You could order anything off the menu. Can’t beat that.”

Harry knew everyone: all the restaurant’s maître d’s—Giovanni, Bruno, Guido, Jimmy, and Craig; the waiters; even a couple of the busboys, Miguel and Raphael. He used to hang out with the guys after the restaurant closed at night. Drinks were poured. Cigarettes were smoked. Stories were told.

“Boss, should you be talking about this?”

“It’s okay, Mike.”

“But the after-hours stuff. We don’t need—”

Mike Gotovac. He was Dan Tana’s bartender from 1968 until his death in 2020. He was famous, beloved, celebrated for more than fifty years of pouring drinks and keeping secrets. He had a word for everyone—actually, a few words. My name was on the restaurant, but Mike was the person everyone who walked through the door knew. Sometimes I had to tell him to go home. Now he’s behind the bar all the time. Another ghost.

“Don’t worry, Mike. It’s just you and me. No one can hear us.”

For a long time, Harry came in with Johnny Depp. They brought their guitars and sometimes stayed until three or four in the morning, playing music, drinking, smoking, and telling the kind of fantastic tales that would keep a person up all night. More than a few times, I found Harry still there when I opened up the next morning. He drank Manhattans. Someone once asked him if the drinks were good at Tana’s.

“As good as any place,” he said.

That was so Harry. I remember a guy next to him once asked if Tana’s had changed much. This was around 2004.

“Everything changes,” he mused from behind a cloud of cigarette smoke even though it was against the law to light up indoors. “Every moment changes.”

“But the restaurant, Dan Tana’s, has it changed?”

“Actually, not that much,” Harry said. “The food’s still good. The décor is still the same. Even the bartender, Mike, he’s been here forever. The only thing that’s changed is guys like me. We got older sitting right here.”

Harry looked around at some of the other regulars.

“But that’s okay. A lot of shit happened here.”



That’s a perfect description of Dan Tana’s. A lot of shit happened here. George Clooney, John Travolta, Jack Nicholson, Madonna, Brad Pitt, Michael Douglas, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Lew Wasserman, Fred Astaire, Larry King, Elizabeth Taylor, Magic Johnson, Linda Ronstadt, Drew Barrymore, Leonardo DiCaprio, John Wayne, Bob Newhart, Don Rickles, Barack Obama … Joni Mitchell, John Belushi … all regulars. All with stories.

The same is true for countless others who nobody has heard of outside of their families and the maître d’s taking reservations and negotiating where to seat people. Some complained about having to wait. Others enjoyed their drinks at the bar. It was never supposed to be easy to get a table, but I always treated everyone the same, famous or not. When Barbara Sinatra offered me $25,000 to close for one night so she could throw her husband, Frank Sinatra, a surprise birthday party, I told her no, I couldn’t do that to my regulars. They come three or four times a week. I couldn’t lock them out. Barbara and Frank never set foot inside the restaurant again. But his daughters, Nancy and Tina, did—and so did everyone else.

That’s the restaurant business, and as Harry would likely attest were he still among us, it had little to do with famous people. Of course, they played a crucial role in creating the word of mouth that led to a full reservation book and enough of a profit to keep Dan Tana’s going for decades.

But making a restaurant work, especially one as small as Dan Tana’s, is hard work, requiring long hours lasting late into the early morning. It is about serving good food. It is also about people and family. People become regulars because the restaurant feels like home. Indeed, it becomes a home away from home.

The same is true for the waiters, the busboys, and those in the kitchen. For this cast of characters, it’s also home. The work is the opposite of glamorous. Those who make it a career are usually characters, not your normal nine-to-fivers, but they are among the most passionate on the planet. They are also probably unfit for anything else.

Most people don’t choose to go into the restaurant business. It finds them.

Indeed, it found me. It saved me. And it made me.







Part One
The Appetizer
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1
We Don’t Want to Lose Our Lunch Spot



It was 1964—the year the Beatles appeared for the first time on The Ed Sullivan Show, boxer Cassius Clay changed his name to Muhammad Ali, and the US surgeon general issued a warning that smoking cigarettes might be bad for your health. I was a young man at the time, only a year shy of turning thirty, and I was eager to make my mark on the world. I wanted to make money, too.

I had come to Hollywood a few years earlier as a professional soccer player. The sport had saved my life and taken me around the world, ultimately leading me to this storied land of glitz and glamor. Along the way I had learned the hard way that human nature came in all shades and colors. I was naïve and trusting, a refugee who had survived numerous close calls with disaster while bouncing across Europe and Canada, until I finally landed in California.

My inexplicable streak of luck put me in the same orbit as some of Hollywood’s biggest stars: among them, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Cary Grant, and Lana Turner. I took acting classes with Natalie Wood, Angie Dickinson, Kim Novak, Carol Eastman, and Judy Exner and appeared in movies with Robert Mitchum and Glenn Ford. But always I was guided by my love of football. My identity was wrapped up in the sport. It had brought me to Hollywood. It had literally saved my life. Now, in this same year when the St. Louis Cardinals win the World Series and the Cleveland Browns capture the NFL championship, I was trying to do the impossible: start a professional soccer league in the United States.

Yes, it was a dream, but it was not so far-fetched. I partnered in this endeavor with two wealthy and powerful men, Dan Reeves, the owner of the Los Angeles Rams, and his friend, Clarence Martin, who had served as the undersecretary of commerce for transportation in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Both were smart, tough Irish Americans who had done very well in their careers. I had proven myself tough and resilient, and perhaps luckier than I was smart, and I was good with people.

I had helped fund a new youth soccer league, AYSO, hoping to interest kids in the sport that obsessed the rest of the world and to develop future fans for our league. Dan Reeves had started something similar with a program called Free Football for Kids. I worked on my soccer business in a small office at one end of a busy block on Santa Monica Boulevard. The Troubadour nightclub was at the other end of the block. In the middle was a restaurant. Dan, Clarence, and I ate there every other Friday and discussed our upstart league.

The restaurant had at various times been named Black’s Lucky Spot and then as Domenico’s. Its new proprietors, the art gallery owner Chuck Feingarten and his girlfriend, Cyril Futterman, had renamed it the Ringer. The restaurant was just two small rooms with a long wooden bar dividing the two in the middle. Sawdust covered the floor. The lunch and dinner menus were the same: hamburgers, sandwiches, and salads.

Chuck and Cyril knew little about running a restaurant. Even though their bartender was from Chasen’s, a favorite among the Beverly Hills social set (in 1962, Elizabeth Taylor had Chasen’s famous chili delivered to her in Rome, where she was filming Cleopatra), his presence wasn’t enough to draw a crowd. After a year, Chuck and Cyril wanted to sell.

Clarence Martin was eating there one day on his own and heard that actress-dancer Cyd Charisse had approached Chuck about taking over the lease and turning the restaurant into a dance studio. Clarence must have mentioned this to Dan Reeves on his own because when the three of us met for lunch the next Friday, I found out that they had already made an offer to buy the restaurant for $30,000. When I expressed surprise, they looked at me like I was missing something obvious.

“We don’t want to lose our lunch spot,” Clarence said.

“We’ll be partners,” Dan said.

I thought they meant the two of them were going in as partners. I was wrong.

“Each of us will put in $10,000,” Dan continued, talking to me. “And you can run it. You’re here in the office every day anyway.”



My head spun and my stomach turned queasy. For a moment or two I lost track of whatever else Dan and Clarence were telling me. I took a drink of water. I put down my fork in case my hands started to shake more than they already were. Men like Dan and Clarence did not appreciate indecision or weakness. Dan’s family had made a fortune in the grocery business while he was still a young man, giving him the resources to buy the struggling Cleveland Rams in 1941. Four years later, they won the league championship. The next year he moved the Rams to Los Angeles, the first professional sports franchise to set up on the West Coast, and he won his second league championship in 1951. His eyes reflected his fierce competitiveness.

Clarence was a vice president of the Rams, a position I suspected he occupied for his brilliance and connections, though he had his own impressive resume as a successful businessman. The son of a Washington state governor, he played football and was president of the Flying Club at Harvard University. His 1938 graduating class included Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Theodore White, Casper Weinberger, Randolph Hearst, and Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. He was a naval aviator in World War II. In 1950, he moved to LA, made a fortune owning car dealerships, and helped get his former classmate’s younger brother, John F. Kennedy, elected to the White House. A cabinet position followed, which he maintained for two years after President Kennedy’s assassination before returning to his business and community ventures in LA.

Both Dan and Clarence had money and power, the right club memberships, and ties to influential men like themselves. My circle of friends was a mix of actors, restaurateurs, athletes, and hustlers, none of particular social standing. I had a wife and an infant daughter, and a small home that I rented within walking distance of my office. I had made nearly $100,000 co-owning a short-lived dance club in Hollywood called The Peppermint West. It capitalized on the dance craze that grew out of the Chubby Checker hit song “The Peppermint Twist.” But I had lost most of that money in the stock market and soccer promotion.

Reluctantly, but matter-of-factly, I told Dan and Clarence that I wasn’t in a position to risk the little I had left.

“Don’t worry about it,” Clarence said, taking a bite of his lunch.

I didn’t know how to interpret that comment. Dan, who had fought to regain control of the Rams after a falling-out with his partners, picked his napkin up from his lap, wiped his hands, and set it down on the table next to his plate. He was finished with lunch.

“Look, we’ve already committed three million dollars to your soccer league, and we don’t even know if it will ever form, never mind whether it will survive. We’re gambling on you. And you don’t want to put in $10,000 with us?”

I had no choice. I was in. I was buying a restaurant.



Dan and Clarence shared the same attorney, Eugene L. Wyman. He was the senior partner at Wyman, Bautzer, Rothman & Kuchel, one of the city’s most powerful law firms and also head of the California Democratic Party. We met in his large office on Wilshire Boulevard. I brought my lawyer, Richard Millen, a friend of my father-in-law.

“I don’t want to do this,” I told him before we went inside. “You have to find a way to get me out of this.”

He gave me a reassuring pat on the back.

“I’ll do everything possible.”

To his credit, once all of us were seated around Wyman’s large conference table, my attorney did try to screw things up, and for a moment I was hopeful that he might succeed in creating a graceful exit for me. But Wyman had other, greater concerns, and with a simple shake of his head, he redirected the discussion to his client.

“Dan, as the owner of the Los Angeles Rams, you can’t own a bar where characters of possible disrepute might congregate. This contract needs to be in his name.”

He gestured toward me. That same sinking feeling I had when this whole situation began returned. I saw the way this was going to unfold. I wanted to say something, but I was intimidated and couldn’t find the right words. I considered getting up and going to the men’s room in the hope some bright idea would come to me. Instead, I sat in my chair, frozen and overmatched, and resigned myself to listening while a plan was worked out around me. It all happened very fast. Finally, Dan turned to me with an explanation of the legalese.

“If the restaurant doesn’t make it, Clarence and I will give you $10,000,” he said. “What this means is, in a worst-case scenario, you won’t lose any money. In the best case, you will own 100 percent of the restaurant.”

Like many wealthy, powerful businessmen, they saw the world the way they wanted to see it, and what they saw in this instance was a done deal. I saw no way out, especially since I did not want to jeopardize the soccer league. We shook hands, and I arranged a meeting with Chuck and Cyril to finalize the purchase of the restaurant. Both were partners in the Ringer, but Cyril had put in $15,000 to Chuck’s $5,000, making her the majority stakeholder in this transaction.

The three of us and our attorneys met in the restaurant and sat at a table next to the bar. My attorney had prepared the papers, which he took out of his briefcase and set in front of the others while I outlined my proposal. I wanted to put one dollar down and give Chuck and Cyril $10,000 after the first year. At the end of the second year, I would give them another $10,000. And after the third year, I would write them a check for the final $10,000.

From my perspective, the offer was a good idea. I might be able to afford the payout without risking everything on one roll of the dice. I assumed my partners, Dan and Clarence, did not expect the restaurant to last more than two or three years. It was just a feeling, nothing articulated. But restaurants, even good restaurants, went under all the time. The business was hard. The hours were long. The margins were as thin as the soles on my shoes. Chuck and Cyril’s desire to sell after owning the Ringer for only a year was proof. I was using that to my advantage.

“Okay, I’ll sign,” Cyril said when I finished. “Dan’s a very capable man. He’s going to do this, and I can tell he’s going to do his best to make it work.”

Chuck nodded in agreement. He was ready to get out. But their lawyer’s face turned red. He put his hands over his eyes and took a deep breath before looking at his clients with an expression of contempt and dismay.

“If you sign this, you are the stupidest people in the world,” he said. “That’s my professional legal opinion.”

Cyril glanced around her restaurant. She offered me a reassuring smile. Her lawyer not so much.

“I trust Dan,” she said.

Her lawyer stood.

“He’s giving you one dollar and paying you $10,000 a year from now, that is if he has the money. And maybe, maybe, maybe you’ll get the rest of the money in the future. I don’t like this at all.”

“I’m going to sign,” Cyril said, still steadfast in her decision.

“Go ahead,” her lawyer said. “But I will not witness this stupid decision. It’s the dumbest deal I’ve seen in my life. I’m going out on the sidewalk.”

My lawyer, silent up until this point but still looking for a way to screw up the deal and get me out of it, and thinking the moment had finally arrived, also got up, feigning the same disgust as his counterpart.

“I agree,” he said. “Let’s go.”

The three of us signed the papers and clinked water glasses. I walked over to the pay phone on the wall near the bathrooms, dropped in two dimes, and called my partners. I told them the papers were signed, the deal was completed. After they congratulated me, there was silence. I stood still, looking across the room at Chuck and Cyril, who were smiling at each other. Then my gaze moved to the empty restaurant.

The phone was still pressed to my ear as I waited for one of my smart, successful, wealthy partners to offer advice. When nothing was forthcoming, I blurted out the question I had dared not ask this whole time, fearful of this very moment when the restaurant became mine.

“What now?”
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2
Don’t Go Into the Restaurant Business



Clarence Martin and his family resided in a mansion on one of the twisting, tree-lined streets in Bel Air. He had moved there after leaving the Johnson administration in Washington, DC. His personal staff included the two private chefs. One cooked Italian food. The other specialized in Chinese.

Many times while we were working on promotions for the soccer league, I heard Dan rave about the meals he had eaten at Clarence’s house. The chefs were superb, he had said. Better than at the best restaurants. I was able to corroborate those reviews myself after I ate there. The first time I had Chinese. The next time it was Italian. Both meals were fantastic.

I was not a gourmet, but I knew good food when I ate it. When I first got to LA, I fell in with the people who worked at Patsy D’Amore’s Villa Capri, the best Italian restaurant in the city. I loved their fresh, handmade pasta, roasted meats, and homemade sweets. The meal Clarence’s Italian chef prepared for us was on that same delicious and memorable level.

A day or two after I assumed ownership of the Ringer, I met with Dan and Clarence and let them know I had asked Cyril, the former co-owner, to stay on as the office manager, and she had agreed. She would go on salary, and I would take over responsibility for paying for the food, the liquor, and everything else necessary to operate the restaurant. We were starting from zero. To that point, Dan asked my thoughts about creating a new menu. The three of us had already agreed the Ringer’s humble offerings needed a complete revision if we were to improve the restaurant’s meager lunch business and practically nonexistent dinner crowd.

I hadn’t thought about a new menu. I had mostly thought about getting out of the deal. Now I had a restaurant, and it needed a menu. We began to put together a plan. Dan said to Clarence, “Listen, you have two cooks on your payroll. They don’t do anything on the weekend. You go out, and they sit around fighting with each other. They’re bored. Why don’t you loan one of them to our partner here for a few months? Whichever one you choose can help Dan start something new in the restaurant.”

Clarence turned to me. “How about Italian?” I said okay, and that’s how we came to have Italian food.

His chef was named Michela Diguglio. He was admired by the many Washington, DC insiders who had dined at Clarence’s home. Prior to working for Clarence, Michela had been in southern Italy, cooking for General Mark Clark, who led the American Fifth Army in liberating Italy from the Axis forces in World War II. And before that, he had been one of Mussolini’s private chefs in Florence. He was the perfect choice to create the new menu.

I had kept the cook from the Ringer on the payroll. His name was Constantino, and he was an excellent and experienced restaurant cook. But he was not a chef. And there’s a difference. Michela worked with him. He made each dish on the new menu while Constantino watched, and then Constantino replicated them while Michela supervised. After one dish was perfected, they moved on to the next.



One day Michela and I were talking in the kitchen and he asked, “What are you calling the restaurant?”

That was a good question, and one for which I didn’t have a ready answer. Once I accepted ownership of the Ringer, I wanted to change the name as much as I did the menu. If this was going to work, the name would be more important than anything, even the food, and not just because I wanted to differentiate it from what was there before. I needed a name for the liquor license. Good food and service brought people into the restaurant, but the bar was where the money was made. I suggested the name Roma, but the man from the Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control said it was already taken. My second choice was Trieste. That was taken, too.

I returned to the restaurant and sat with Cyril and my attorney. Constantino made us some chicken and pasta. Cyril and my attorney sent their compliments to the kitchen. I picked at the food. I was out of ideas and that was ruining my appetite.

“Call it Dan Tana’s,” Cyril said.

“No,” my attorney said without a second of hesitation. “He can’t call it Dan Tana’s. Or Dan’s. Or Tana’s. Nothing with his name in it. There’s too much liability.”

I didn’t see the point of worrying about liability if there wasn’t a restaurant, and there wasn’t going to be a restaurant if we didn’t have a liquor license, and we weren’t going to get that unless we came up with a name.

“Just say Dan Tana’s,” I said. “Put that down. If that’s already taken, I don’t know what to call it.”

I printed the name—my name—in big block letters in the space provided for the restaurant’s name and then added my signature at the bottom of the document. I ordered a new neon sign for out front. I also had to get menus printed. There was so much to do, and I hadn’t even started. I thought of my father, who had owned a restaurant and worked sunup to midnight at least; then I heard my mother’s voice—something she had said to me when I was still a young child: “Dragi moj sine, ne idi u restoranski posao.” Translation: My darling son, do not go into the restaurant business.



My father fell in love with my mother the first time he saw her. She was one of the most beautiful women ever, an Ava Gardner lookalike. Her name was Lenka. She was from an honest, hardworking peasant family. He was Radojko Tanasijević—“Rubi” for short. He was a city slicker, a restaurateur from Belgrade, the capital of Yugoslavia. Rubi had a sense about this seemingly simple village girl, that there was more to her than good looks, and he was right.

Although Rubi’s family wanted him to marry an educated girl from a rich family, he proposed to Lenka the day he met her. She turned him down. He waited awhile before returning to the village, and this time he left with Lenka at his side. It was 1934, and they got married at the Church of Saint George in Čibutkovica. Afterward, they settled in Belgrade. They were two people with very different backgrounds and beliefs who spent the rest of their lives together, in love.

Lenka needed time to adjust to her new life in the big city, where she did not have a single friend or even an acquaintance. My grandfather tried to lift her spirits by telling her she lived on the most beautiful street in all of Belgrade. “At one end you have a market, and at the other a church. And in between you’ll find everything you could possibly need, including one of the best restaurants in town, a hotel, a maternity hospital, and a school. You never have to leave Queen Natalia Street. Everything that’s good is already here!”

Despite these benefits, Lenka’s new life was hard. Being far away from home was difficult for her. My father loved bars, drinking, and beautiful women, and marriage didn’t change his habits. His father owned two grocery stores and the popular Složna Braća restaurant, so Rubi would leave home before dawn to go to the market to buy stock for the restaurant, where he toiled until midnight or later. This was my grandfather’s shrewdness. He reckoned that if his son was going to spend all his time in inns and taverns, he might as well do so in one of his own.

Mother might have grappled with her new life, with its unfamiliar ways and strange customs, but she remained devoted to her husband and the home they built together. My father was the same in his own way.

Early in 1935, my father was called up to serve king and country and left Belgrade to join the Yugoslavian army. My mother was six months pregnant at the time, but she told my father not to worry about anything but staying safe and returning sound. Two months later, she set off to visit her family in the village, riding the shaky Lajkovac railway until she arrived at the station, where she saw one of her brothers waiting to take her home in a carriage.

Given her blessed state, her family could not have been happier to see her. Eager to spoil her with comfort and care, they told her to rest, but, headstrong and restless, Lenka set to work around the homestead. A few weeks later, she was in the field, taking food and water to the workers preparing the first harvest of the spring, when she realized the moment she had been waiting for had arrived. With the nearest hospital miles away, she had put her faith in the village’s midwives, but by the time they arrived, Lenka had given birth in the middle of the field.

My cries echoed far and wide. It was May 26, 1935. One of the women working in the field cut my umbilical cord with a scythe. Some said I would become a good harvester. Others said I might make a good shepherd because I was born in the field. None were right. Even in their wildest dreams, the path I would follow was impossible to imagine.
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3
In War, There Is No God



Late one night Harry Dean Stanton was still at the bar as the last customers were lingering in a corner booth over their after-dinner drinks. The waiters and busboys were already involved in the nightly closing routine. I joined Harry at the bar and asked how his night had been. He looked up from his drink with those eyes that had more stories and characters in them than a Russian novel.

“I miss Giovanni,” he said.

“What do you miss about him?” I asked.

“His energy,” Harry said.

“What energy? The man could barely breathe.”

We laughed. I understood both the irony and the sentiment of his comment.

Giovanni was my first maître d’. He worked the lunch shift at the Nickodell restaurant next to Paramount Studios. They did a big lunch business with those who worked on the studio lot. Giovanni was a star, in his way as popular as some of the famous names you saw at the tables. He knew who was important, where to seat them, and all their special needs. Some insisted on a quiet table. Others wanted to be seen. Still others called ahead to see who else was going to be there so they could have an “accidental” meeting—or avoid one.

He was already old when I persuaded him to work nights at Dan Tana’s. Married and the father of eight, he had asthma and frequently struggled to breathe. Sometimes he arrived for work looking like he had taken his last breath just before walking through the kitchen door. Then he tightened his tie and put on his black suit jacket and appeared to shed twenty years and all his health problems.

He loved restaurant life, with all its camaraderie. Restaurant people judge their co-workers very simply. Do they work hard? If you do that, you can come from any background and will be accepted. You will find a home. Giovanni was at home at Dan Tana’s. He had managed the Croatian embassy in Berlin during the Second World War. He had studied the hospitality business in school and spoke Italian, German, French, and English. After the war, he brought his family to the United States. Without him, I could have been wiped out. He knew how to set up the restaurant, my restaurant. He worked tirelessly. At the end of the night, he loosened his tie and wheezed like he might expire before he reached his car.

One day he complained that he was having trouble taking out a loan. He needed $24,000 to repair and remodel his home out in Pasadena. His place was worth around $100,000. After getting turned down by two banks, he asked me for help. I had no money myself, but my banker, an Italian guy, was a good customer at the restaurant, and the three of us sat in a booth one afternoon. He listened attentively as I described the situation, but he also denied Gio the money. Turned him down right in front of me. Gio got up and left, defeated. I was incensed.

“This country is unbelievable,” I said to him. “You bankers are so cruel. This man has eight kids, he’s working two jobs, the roof of his house is leaking, and he’s not going to miss a payment. Yet none of you have the sense to loan him the money.”

My banker picked up his spoon and twirled it in his fingers. “Dan, it’s not that,” he said. “The man is sick. He has eight kids. What if he dies? Who’s going to pay back the loan?”

“Well, you take the house,” I said.

“No bank wants to take a house from a widow with eight kids,” he said. “The only way I can give him a loan is if you co-sign.”

“Okay, I’ll co-sign,” I said without hesitation.

The bank was still open. We got in our cars and drove there. I co-signed the papers, and Gio got his money. As we walked out to the parking lot, the banker ran after me. He had forgotten to tell me about an insurance policy that was available.

“It’s fifty dollars,” he said. “If he dies, you aren’t responsible.”

That sounded good to me. We went back in, did the paperwork, and guess what? Two months later, Gio dropped dead. It wasn’t unexpected given his health issues, but still, it was terrible. I saw in Gio a man like myself. He had a beautiful family. He loved his work. Gio and I were different ages and nationalities, but both of us had survived the war, found our way to LA, and thrived. We came to work. He was one of the lucky ones, and he made me think back to how lucky I was, too.



In 1938, my father returned from the army and resumed his old ways of bars, women, and basketball games. I was not yet three years old. As far as I knew, our family home at 10 Queen Natalia Street—a quiet part of the suburban settlement south of the Kalemegdan Fortress, overlooking the river—was happy and stable. Then one day, my father returned from work with news of the conflict engulfing Europe. Grandpa, who owned the only radio on the street, immediately found BBC radio station and shook his head distressingly at the news.

He had lived through the First World War, and his memories were still fresh as he attempted to explain what war was really like, just how terrible it was. He kept muttering: “In war, there is no God!” The whole neighborhood was in the habit of gathering around our radio to listen to radio shows and news, which would soon feature the frontlines in far-flung places of the world.

War came to Yugoslavia three years later. One night toward the end of March 1941, I woke to the clamor of the crowd marching in the street below. People were shouting slogans, the words of which I could make out but not quite understand: Better war than the pact! Better grave than a slave! By the next day, the demonstrations were over, and life resumed its everyday course. I went back to running around the streets with my friends, chasing rag balls and waiting patiently for Easter.

On the evening of April 5, we had dinner together as a family and I found out that I would have a brother or a sister. Father didn’t seem happy about it. He kept repeating to Lenka that “this is not a time for babies, tough times are ahead.” Mother responded tersely that we had to make do somehow and did not let slip the opportunity to berate him for his constant absences and bohemian lifestyle.

The next day Belgrade was heavily bombed by the German Air Force. We were awakened in the predawn darkness by thunder of airplane motors, followed by deafening explosions. As the earth shook under our feet, Father hastily gathered us together and led us to the basement. He remained calm, though I remember being terrified and confused.

We huddled together in the dark for what seemed like an eternity. We were lucky; the bombs missed our house and we survived. Not everyone was as fortunate. When we emerged from the basement, a devastating scene awaited us. Several houses nearby were completely destroyed. Whole families were wiped out. More than four thousand people were killed in the city that night. Among them was my friend Saša, who I had played with only the day before. He and his family lived next door. All of them were killed.

We were lucky.

On April 13, an unfamiliar army marched into our town—the Germans. This was two years after Hitler had invaded Poland and gone to war with Britain and France. Within days of their surprise attack, bodies of those they executed were hung in front of Hotel Moskva for all to see. Belgrade citizens walked about as if nothing was happening, covertly glancing up at the bodies of the “five martyrs,” as they secretly called them, swaying from the candelabras above the promenade. The Yugoslav army surrendered to the Germans on the eighteenth of April, and the entire country was occupied.

By the time Mother gave birth to my brother Bora a few months later, the streets were plastered with German directives designed to scare people into submission. Reprisals were savage: fifty citizens for a wounded German, a hundred for a dead one. The inhabitants of Belgrade responded with a flyer: No Fear—But Righteous Anger; No Submission—But a Burning Desire for Revenge. They called on people to rise up and fight.

Mother tried to persuade Father to take us to the village. We would be safer there, she said, but he would not hear of it.



At the end of 1941, my father disappeared. He simply failed to come home from work one day. As the curfew came and went and he was not back, Mother and Grandpa grew concerned. Grandpa was in the possession of an Ausweis, a pass that let him move about the city even after curfew, but my father had no such document. Mother was sure he had fallen asleep at the home of one of his many mistresses, to which Grandpa just said: “God willing, you will be right!”

A police informer who frequented my father’s inn, as they did in those days, listening in wherever people gathered and talked, came over the next day to tell Grandpa that Father had been arrested by the Germans and taken to a notorious holding prison, from which we knew prisoners were dispatched either to the concentration camps or to their graves. The informer suggested a way to get him out but said we had only a couple of days to do it. He offered to mediate.

My grandpa naturally jumped at the opportunity to save his only son. The ransom had to be paid exclusively in gold. Grandpa came up with the goods somehow—he put in all he had and for the rest collected gold coins and jewelry from family and friends. My father was released but never came home from prison. He simply vanished. Then, in 1942, Grandpa died, and Mother, baby brother Bora, and I were left to fend for ourselves.

In my father’s absence, the inn he owned was run by a certain Luka, who used to help Grandpa with his businesses. He continued to supply us with essentials, which were hard to find in the occupied city. A short while after Grandpa’s death, two German officers lodged in our home, naturally without consulting us. They moved into Grandpa’s part of the house. They were always in uniform and behaved decently—each time they passed Mother they would click their heels and greet her with a slight nod.

Out of curiosity, we children often rummaged through the trash the officers discarded into a large barrel behind the house. We hoarded everything that took our fancy: colorful chocolate wrappings, empty cream pots, tins. One day we found discarded razor blades among the trash. We played with them and I got injured. When my mother saw my bleeding hands, she flew into a rage. She found the German officers and started shouting at them in Serbian. They looked at her in astonishment, understanding nothing, until she dragged me out and showed them the razors and my injured hands. They tried to calm her down, apologizing in German and looking for bandages to dress my wounds. The next day, they brought chocolate for me and flowers for Mother.

Several mornings later, we woke to find them gone. They disappeared as suddenly as they had arrived.
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4
We Didn’t Have Money to Buy Anything



Eventually, I was packed off to the village where my mother’s family lived while she was joined in Belgrade by her younger sister, Radmila, later better known as Lola. Lola married a tailor from Belgrade and moved to the city. Mother finally had one of her own close by.

I have only good memories of the village school. I learned to read and multiply, and about “nature and society,” as one of the subjects was called. I helped farm the land and keep cattle. I learned to respect farmers’ life during my stay in the village. My guide through farming “nature and society” was my grandmother Stanka. I was her favorite, probably because I was her only grandchild living away, in the city. She was convinced that city folk knew nothing of farmers’ life and did her best to teach me. She showed me how to milk cows, how to make cheese and cream, and how to feed the animals and collect chicken eggs.

While the rest of the family called me by my nickname, Bata, she called me “her sunshine.” Thanks to her, I enjoyed my time on the farm. I felt safe.

The most interesting thing that happened in the two years I spent in the village took place on a seemingly ordinary morning. We were at school when, around midday, we saw through the open window a surprising number of people rushing to the main village square. Our teacher, being curious, took us out of class to see what was happening. In the square, we found villagers clustered around a wonder they said had fallen out of the sky.

It turned out that a farmer from nearby Dudovica, taking a shortcut to his field, had found a man hanging from a mulberry tree next to the path. The man was an American pilot whose plane had apparently been shot down by German anti-aircraft fire. He’d had to bail out of his burning plane, and his parachute had gotten tangled in the tree. The farmer pulled him down and took him to the village, where he was surrounded by curious villagers.

Confused and frightened, the pilot tried to speak to them in his strange language, but no one could understand him. The villagers gawked at him as if he were an alien, clad as he was in a tawny leather jacket with cream fur collar, the flaps of his leather cap hanging over his ears and round aviator goggles pushed high up on his forehead.

Soon after, a group of armed men with long beards appeared out of nowhere—the Chetniks (fierce Serbian nationalists)—and took the man away. But they were not the only ones looking for the pilot. Soon German army vehicles rolled into the village. Their leader was riding pillion on a motorcycle and was so caked in dirt that he reminded me of a village miller covered in a thick layer of oat flour. He wore a round green helmet and goggles. Through an interpreter, the German officer tried to discover the pilot’s whereabouts from the people still gathered at the square. They shrugged their shoulders and pointed in different directions but never revealed the truth.

I doubt that the villagers knew where the pilot had been taken, but I know that they would not have told the Germans even if they did. I returned to Belgrade after liberation, and Father followed a few months later.



In the aftermath of World War II, Yugoslavia was a country remade almost overnight. Josip Broz Tito’s Communist Partisans emerged victorious, abolished the monarchy, and tightened their grip on power. In Belgrade, loyalty was no longer something you proved by what you did, but by what you had always been believed to be. My father was politically neutral, and in those days, that was the most dangerous position to take. He never expressed any political views, never joined a party, he was not a traitor or collaborator, and he was not a communist. It would turn out he was not lucky either.

The Germans imprisoned him during the war, and after being released, he had to spend three years in hiding. Now, just as he thought he was free to resume his life, the Communists accused him of having collaborated with the enemy during the war, and he was arrested again. Allegations such as these were common, even if most were completely baseless. But this time there was no Grandpa to save him.

The trial took place six months later. It was held in public and my mother, brother, and I attended, along with many others. Such public trials were commonplace. The courtroom was crammed with people who took every opportunity to shout out slogans and accusations. “HE FED THE ENEMY! DEATH TO FASCISM! LONG LIVE COMMUNISM! JUSTICE FOR THE WORKING CLASS! DOWN WITH BOURGEOISIE! ENGLAND AND AMERICA WILL BE PROLETARIAN!”

This was as far as it was possible to be from a place where a man’s guilt or innocence could be determined. I was too young to know that my father had been condemned in advance and the mob was there to hide the real nature of the communist farce before us, in which justice was dispensed not with regard to truth but according to ideology.

The whole spectacle was traumatic for my family and me. It was clear that Father would not come out of there a free man, despite the lack of any credible evidence against him. He was represented by a lawyer assigned to him by the government. I remember thinking that odd: the government charged you, and then that same government defended you. It seemed strange.

The trial took all of thirty minutes, and then, without considering the evidence or even recording the proceedings properly, the judge passed the sentence: twelve years of hard labor! And in addition, a confiscation order seizing all property. Finally, the judge announced that Father had a right to appeal, but if he did, the sentence could be doubled. The lawyer rushed to accept the verdict, while my father bellowed at the judge: “I appeal the sentence! You will not be in power for twelve days if you continue passing sentences like this!”

The lawyer had his work cut out to get Father to calm down and then they led him out of the courtroom. Once more, Father was denied the opportunity to be with his family. He was taken back to the prison in Ada Ciganlija, and from there to somewhere in Bosnia to serve out his sentence, they told us.

Without Grandpa to help us and without my father’s income, our life in the new Communist regime took a dramatic turn for the worse. There was less food on the table, clothes were worn for longer, even after they became threadbare and full of holes, and our shoes started getting “eyes”—worn-down circles in the leather of the soles.

I can still recall the smell of wood in the kitchen as Mother prepared popara, a mixture of old bread and water, cooked into a paste and seasoned with salt. I remember the taste of the potato I baked in its skin on the old stove. And my mother’s words, which she repeated like a mantra: “Son, become a doctor, a lawyer, anything you want, but don’t end up running a restaurant. Promise me!”



After the trial my mother went knocking on doors, frantically looking for a way to help Father, while I minded my younger brother and played with friends around the neighborhood. The focal point of all our entertainment was the market, Zeleni Venac. We didn’t have money to buy anything, so we had to think of ways to get to the goods. We developed quite an elaborate technique of obtaining fruit, especially watermelons.

The oldest of us would approach the seller—with some coins in hand for authenticity—and while he would bargain with the man, we smaller kids would fall in line behind him. With the seller occupied with the sale, the boy in front would kick the nearest watermelon and pass it down the line like a soccer ball, all the way to the last boy, who would grab it and run to the designated meeting place—a bench in the nearby park.

One day while we sat on the bench enjoying the spoils of our efforts, a young man approached us and said: “How’s the watermelon? Sweet? I saw you buying it. Next time you do it, buy me one for the same price.” He chuckled, turned around and left.

Our “operation” must have coincided with him buying a watermelon at the same stall. We had no idea who he was, so we continued enjoying our plunder, until a neighbor approached us, the cantankerous Mr. Roga, who this time seemed curiously elated.

“Don’t you know who that was?” he asked. We shrugged, but before we could say anything he yelled at us: “Shame on you, you chase your rag balls all day long and break our windows, but you don’t recognize Rajko Mitić! That man is the captain of the Red Star!”

Rajko Mitić, the soccer star! That seminal encounter was the first time Rajko and I met. Later, our paths would cross often and in very different circumstances.



Life was hard without Father. My mother found a job in a sweet factory in Zemun, a municipality of Belgrade, and my brother Bora and I were often minded by her sister Lola. Lola was rumored to have been a communist informer in the war—her way of fighting the enemy was spying on the Germans and helping the Partisans.

Lola was in fact her nom de guerre. Unlike my mother, she was skillful in navigating Belgrade society circles and did well out of her marriage to Svetislav, a tailor with an expanding business specializing in peasant attire. He was well connected; all sorts of people passed through his atelier. As a young man, Svetislav had been apprenticed together with a certain Aleksandar Ranković, known as Leka, and Leka had introduced him to his new wife. Ranković was a close associate of President Josip Broz Tito, both before and during the war. After the war, he became the third most powerful man in Yugoslavia and held the post of the minister of the interior. He also served as vice president.

Lola doggedly pursued Ranković, who by this time was very difficult to reach, until she succeeded in seeing him. She managed to persuade him of my father’s innocence, and Leka agreed to intervene. My father was duly released from his hard sentence. This time he escaped not with a ransom paid in gold, but on the order of the highest authority. The Communists convicted him, and the Communists saved him—one of the many paradoxes of that time.

Upon his return from prison, my father was given the job of managing the restaurant he used to own, but which was now owned by the government. My father was undaunted. He resumed his old ways as if nothing had happened. He was a fighter, my father. He survived the Germans, he survived the Communists, he survived imprisonment, and loss of property, but he kept his spirit, the same spirit with which he pursued my mother at the village fair all those years ago.

Maybe that is the reason he never quite managed the role of a father—perhaps being a typical father simply wasn’t in his genes. He loved us and took care of us, but that was as far as our relationship went.
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5
My Light in the Darkness



The Danube and the River Sava flowed past, their murky waters fast and turbulent like our lives. The Soviet and Russian movies that were supposed to serve as entertainment—with their highly charged narratives of brotherhood, unity, and heroic common struggle set against the backdrop of grisly reality of a country ravaged by war—mirrored the misery of our own postwar years.

Then, in 1948, Tito loosened Yugoslavia’s ties to the Soviet Union and looked westward for both support and identity. American films soon filled Belgrade cinemas, projecting a version of freedom and modern life that quietly contrasted with Communist control. Tanks and explosions were replaced on movie screens by elegant and romantic film divas, like Jane Wyman, Jean Simmons, and Esther Williams.

Movies helped my friends and me realize that the world we knew was not the whole world, that there was much more to experience beyond our immediate surroundings. With the arrival of movies from the West, the ranks of cinemagoers in the city swelled and tickets for shows became a sought-after commodity. Older guys from our neighborhood saw an opportunity there and set out to seduce ticket-office girls in cinemas around the city.

Most were handsome, charming rogues and had no trouble illegally obtaining packs of a dozen tickets before they went on the market for syndicates—who at that time had a priority—to buy. The rogues passed the tickets to us younger boys—I was thirteen or fourteen—to sell to enamored couples or lonely gentlemen, anyone who wanted to see the movie. We made a healthy profit from this touting; there was always someone desperate for one more ticket.

The deal was this: Retail price of a ticket was fifteen dinars; we usually sold them for sixty dinars but for some movies, the price went up to a hundred dinars. We were given 25 percent of the retail price of every ticket we sold, with the rest going to the organizers. Tickets sold like crazy and the pile of money in my drawer grew thicker by the day. There were days when I didn’t manage to sell all my tickets, but I did not consider that a failure because on those evenings I could sneak into the theater after everyone else using an unsold ticket and set out on a journey of my own.

Little by little, movies from the West helped us build a picture of a much more stimulating world than the one we knew or read about in books. It was in the movie theater that I fell in love for the first time. Not with a girl from my neighborhood, but with the enchanting Jane Wyman. I saw her playing a deaf-mute girl in Johnny Belinda and was smitten.



However, my only real-life love was soccer. Even so, it never crossed my mind that I could play professionally one day. At that time, every street in the neighborhood had a team and we played against each other. Boys from Sarajevo Street would play against the team from Narodni Front Street, or Lomina Street would play Balkan Street and so on.

When not playing soccer, my friends and I mostly hung around “our” bench in the park and talked about the future and what it might hold for us. With certainty typical of children, each of us knew exactly what he wanted to be when he grew up—a doctor, a pilot, a soccer player. I always joked that I would become an actor in Hollywood, although I had no idea how one went about becoming one in Belgrade, much less in Hollywood, but in my young imagination, this was the only way I could get closer to the enchanting Jane Wyman.

Movies opened our horizons and awakened the desire to see the world. We were fascinated by stories of “defectors” who had supposedly managed to escape across the border. The veracity of these stories was questionable, but managing to cross the border became something my friends and I considered the ultimate endeavor. We looked up to those who had as heroes.

The only story of escape we knew to be true was that of the North water polo team. They had gone to take part in a competition in Austria and most never returned. There were ten players and the trip leader, a man called Fedor Rajić, who was assigned to the team by the government and instructed to keep a close eye on them. His job was to ensure that they did not say or do anything that might be deemed subversive or unpatriotic. When eight of the players defected, Rajić did not dare return without them, so he stayed in Vienna, too.

Playing soccer was our passion, but my friends and I loved all sports and joined the Swimming Club North, so we could use the pool for free. That is how we got to know the water polo players who absconded. They weren’t exactly friends. They were older than us and already accomplished sportsmen, but we all knew them for who they were—talented young men with successful careers in front of them. Their departure was a huge loss for Yugoslav water polo, and a gain for Canada and America, where most of them ended up.

The swimming pool was also where, aged fourteen, I fell in love with a “real” girl for the first time. Her name was Mirjana and she was Russian. Her family had left Russia and settled in Serbia after the October Revolution. We shared our first kiss in the middle of the pool of all places. But being a Russian was not easy in Yugoslavia after the country broke relations with its “big brother” Russia in 1948. After the breach, anyone who seemed connected with Russia found themselves persecuted by a Kafkaesque state machine. Consequently, our budding love affair was cut short when Mirjana’s family emigrated to London to ensure their safety.



I recall a time many, many years later, after I was already involved with Dan Tana’s restaurant, when I stopped to catch my breath and asked myself how one person could be involved in so many things: acting, producing, politics, football, the restaurant business, a wife and ex-wives, children. But life was no different when I was a teenager in school. There was math, history, chemistry, girls, swimming, selling movie tickets on the black market, chores at home, and the activity that consumed most of my time and energy, soccer.

Everyone finds that thing that propels them forward in life and, though I did not know this would be the case, for me it was soccer. One day, a smartly dressed gentleman appeared at our playground. He was smoking a cigarette in a long cigarette holder and obviously not from our part of town. He found a spot by the sideline and settled down to watch the game. None of us recognized him so we continued playing as we did any other day.

Bursting with youthful energy, we gave our all in every kick. We took the game seriously: It was important to play, but also to win. After the game, the gentleman called over my friend Toma and me and told us he was from Crvena Zvezda FC (Red Star FC) and that they were in the process of selecting candidates for the apprentice team.

The man was Dr. Aca Obradović, the famous Dr. O. He invited us to a training session on the following Sunday. We were quite surprised by this turn of events but felt wildly elated—our childhood dream was about to come true. We were going to play for the biggest club in town. I was too excited to sleep that night, convinced that we were destined to become new Red Star stars.

I knew that Toma was a better player than me and was secretly worried that he might be selected over me. But when we got there, there were about forty other boys who had also been invited to take part in the trials. It was not a regular training session; they first asked us about school, our families, and our lives in general. Only after a long conversation with each boy did they split us into teams. Once on the pitch, we all displayed keen fighting spirit; we had to play several matches before the coaches were able to select the best players among us.

On “D-Day,” they read out twenty-one names. I did not hear Toma’s name, but to my great amazement and delight, I did hear mine. I was not the best nor the worst of players, but I was the fastest. That had proved decisive. Twenty-one names became twenty-two with the late addition to the squad of Perica Radenković. Perica, whom everyone called the American, was a cousin of the club’s equipment manager, Aca, who helped him get on the team. We soon became best friends and have remained so ever since.



Joining the Red Star apprentice team and meeting Dr. O, equipment manager Aca, and Perica American signaled the beginning of a new period in my life. I was to make new friends and assume new responsibilities. My parents did not object as long as I promised not to neglect school.

A small group of people took care of all the club’s business in those days. There was Aca, whose job was to ensure the players and staff had all their equipment prepared and ready for training and match days. His pretty wife, Ankica, and her assistant, Mara, were responsible for cleaning the kits and soccer cleats. There were no washing machines, so they washed everything by hand and dried it on the outdoor line. Then there were Uncle Dule-Frog and his assistant, whose job was to maintain the grounds and take care of the pitch. They kept two large German shepherds who completed the support team and watched over all of us.

The apprentice team was coached by Coach Uncle Mitke. The club did not have much money in those days, so the equipment assigned to the apprentice team was in terrible condition (used uniforms and shoes from the first team players). We played with balls that were heavy and ragged, and we trained in soccer shoes that had studs which went right through the soles and dug into our feet. But we didn’t mind. We were proper players of a proper soccer club, training on a real pitch and, to
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