
[image: Cover]


[image: images]


Anyway I Can: Fifty Years in Show Business
© 2009 John Gay. All Rights Reserved.

All illustrations are copyright of their respective owners, and are also reproduced here in the spirit of publicity. Whilst we have made every effort to acknowledge specific credits whenever possible, we apologize for any omissions, and will undertake every effort to make any appropriate changes in future editions of this book if necessary.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Published in the USA by:

BearManor Media
P O Box 71426
Albany, Georgia 31708
www.bearmanormedia.com

ISBN 1-59393-318-5

Printed in the United States of America.

Book & cover design by Darlene Swanson of Van-garde Imagery, Inc.


FOREWORD

When I was nineteen, I went to a place as familiar as my own skin, a place I had visited in memories so many times around the dinner table that I knew it by heart. The director at the Boothbay Playhouse, the same theater where my mom and dad had met twenty-five years ago, called and offered me a summer internship and I grabbed it without hesitation. I flew to Maine and took a taxi far from the city, deep into the Boothbay Harbor woods. As we turned into the driveway of the Playhouse, my heart skipped a beat and, in that instant, I knew how my mother felt.

In my mind’s eye, I could see my father, in the old yellow robe, on a ladder painting the weathered garage door. My mother’s mind in mine, her excitement raised in goose bumps on my skin. A featured actress… a summer rehearsing one show in the day, performing a second at night. Anticipation pounded in our nineteen-year old hearts in unison and just why was that handyman on the ladder staring so hard at her as she swung her Barbizon perfect legs out of her parents’ car and into the beginning of the rest of her life?

That day was my beginning, too, not as a featured actress, not even close to finding my husband, but my first day in Boothbay Harbor, the town I would call my summer home in years to come. I suppose I needed to relive their romance, to find the true magic that spun around the three of us kids at the dinner table as Dad recounted the playhouse days he and Mom had courted, when he had acted as leading man to her leading lady, really kissing his lovely ingénue with all the passion an actor could give. Years sweetly remembered as the best years of their lives before television and film gave them their fate.

As my brother and sister and I grew up, names like David Niven, Rod Steiger, Candice Bergen, and Liza Minnelli were a side dish to our roast beef and potatoes. We always enjoyed a lively dining room, our loud laughter punctuated by Broadway musicals or Hollywood film scores.

Years after those dinners ended, I knew it was time to go back again, to revisit the memories that shaped our lives and share them with others. And thanks to Dad’s daily journals that went back as far as 1963, he and I were able to remember and record all those times that held our family spellbound at the dinner table, times that are now a rich history of a screenwriter’s life. His celebrated scripts have become my family’s and Hollywood’s fortunate bounty.

Jennifer Gay Summers

August 2008


For Bobbie
and for my children,
Jennifer, Larry, and Lizann


PROLOGUE

It’s a bright spring day in 1946, but I’m not in a bright spring mood. A fellow starving actor, Bill Mortensen, and I enter the crowded New York production office on West 45th Street desperate for a job. We join a long line with other hopefuls who are armed with resumes and photos. I have only one photo and no resume, as I’ve just graduated from the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. I turn to Bill, wondering if we might as well leave. Just then someone calls out from an open doorway. A tall man with a dark moustache is looking directly at me.

“You there. Are you waiting for someone?”

“Me? No, I just….”

“When you’re through over there, I’d like to see you in my office.”

“I’m through!”

We sit opposite each other at a desk in a small room where he informs me that he’s written a play. He’s a playwright! He introduces himself as Dick Nash (later known as N. Richard Nash, author of the play and film, The Rain-maker). Within moments, he utters the magic words that every actor dreams of. “I think there’s a part in it for you. In fact, I think you’d be just right for it. It’s going to star the great Broadway actress, Ruth Chatterton.”

I try to remain calm, wondering, “Did he just say what I thought he said?” I somehow summon my voice. “Just…uhhh…what is the part?”

“An intriguing role. Challenging for an actor. It’s the part of a young fellow with an engaging personality.”

I can no longer hide my excitement. Engaging? My God, he chose me from a room full of actors.

He explains that the play is about William Shakespeare in his home at the village of Stratford on Avon. “Every one in town knows a young man by the name of Ben. He amuses them. Makes them laugh. It’s not a large part, only four lines.”

I wonder how engaging I can be with only four lines.

He proceeds to elaborate. “One of the reasons Ben is well-known in Stratford is his handicap.”

“Handicap?”

“Yes, Ben is rather dimwitted, you see, and being dimwitted, he’s the butt of many jokes among the peasants. A sort of village bumpkin.”

My mind is reeling. A bumpkin? He’s being evasive. No…he wants me to play the village idiot. And then I have a second, more disturbing thought. He chose me. He picked me out of a crowd and chose me to play an idiot?

Mr. Nash isn’t finished. “He has another handicap.”

I wait.

He’s looking right at me now as he says, “Harelip. Ben has a harelip.”

Before the information can really sink in, Mr. Nash comes up with the crucial question.

“Can you do a harelip?”

I’m stunned. He’s describing what some might call a harelip moron. He had looked across the crowded casting office and chose me from all the others. He’s waiting for an answer.

It’s a decisive moment I can’t avoid. I answer his question without hesitation. “Yeath! I can do a harelip.”

Mr. Nash is sold immediately.

I leave his office on a cloud, a peculiar kind of cloud. Bill’s waiting for me.

“Did you get a part?”

“Ahhh, yes.” I move toward the door. He blocks my exit.

“In a Broadway play?” I move on.

“Yes. In a Broadway play.”

“Terrific! “What’s the part?”

Still moving I say, “One of the villagers. It’s a small part but very engaging.”

Two days later, Mr. Nash informs me that I have to be approved by the star of the play. Ruth Chatterton lives in a penthouse on the top floor of the Ritz Towers, Park Avenue. A butler opens the door for Mr. Nash and me, inviting us in. Ms. Chatterton is seated at a desk, far across a huge room filled with antique furniture. She looks so imposing, so much bigger than life, that my mouth goes dry. Gazing at me for a long moment, she asks me to step forward. I do as instructed. When I reach her desk, she continues to look me over for another moment. Then….

“Perfect. He’s perfect.”


STAGE BOUND


CHAPTER 1

Something came into my living room when I was a child and stole my imagination. It took me off to visit places of excitement I hadn’t dreamed of. It was called radio and it cost no more than the price of the cheapest crystal set. Witch’s Tale, Inner-Sanctum, and Lights Out, then on to the local movie theaters for fifteen cents on a Saturday morning (a penny for the candy). Flash Gordon in space or Tom Mix on horseback. Those were Saturdays in which I would become a spaceman or a cowboy for the rest of the day. For two bits in the evening, there were feature films like Treasure Island. I knew, of course, that Long John Silver was really an actor named Wallace Beery. What a wonderful thing, I thought, to be someone else on screen. To be an actor. Could I ever do that? Of course I could. That was going to be my life. An actor!

With the great depression seizing the country, my parents drove from Wisconsin to Southern California in a battered old Ford. Quite an adventurous move at the time. My brother, Jim, in tow, they first settled in Whittier where I was born. Christened John Thomas Gay, I was immediately nicknamed Jack. Moving several times to various neighborhoods around Los Angeles, Jim and I always shared a bedroom. We were three years apart in age and a world apart in our common interests. Jim was a pragmatist. I was a dreamer.

Dad sold life insurance policies for Prudential that cost twenty-five cents a week. He collected the quarters himself and sometimes he’d take me along with him. I always waited in the car on the streets outside, my eyes on open doorways, hoping they’d pay him. However, these were not the poverty stricken streets of Dicken’s London, as I had plenty of open fields to play baseball and football, trees to climb, and dirt lots to create makeshift miniature golf courses with hollowed out tin cans and stolen golf balls.

I dread to think of it now, but a half dozen of us kids would go down a drainage tunnel beneath the street and come out by the Los Angeles River. We shared a dark secret. It was said the old guy who ran the penny candy store down the block had a wooden leg. One day we had the courage to ask him it if was true. We held our breath in fearful silence. He looked as though he might kill us. Then a wild smile suddenly lit up his face. He dropped his pants. The leg was wood.

Three beach amusement parks dotted the Southern California shoreline offering roller coasters, a huge funhouse with slides, and spinning turntables. They were exciting, but not as hair-raising as the major earthquake that hit us in 1934. The family was at dinner and we ran outside, only to discover the bricks of the chimney falling around us. The aftershocks persisted all night long.

I earned some pocket change delivering Liberty magazines (a nickel) on my brother’s bike, dodging the neighborhood bully who loved to knock me off the bike. Eventually, I was able to scrape up enough money to attend a drama class at the Norton School of Allied Arts in Huntington Park. It was a nine mile bike ride along Manchester Boulevard, past the Goodyear Blimp tied down in an open empty field. At Norton, I started on a road I never left, thanks to my dramatic monologue about a boy out cutting lawns for a nickel with his dog.

“Spot! Come on, boy!” No answer. “Spot!” Up and down the street, he keeps calling. “Spot!”

In a panic, having searched the neighborhood for an hour, he runs off to the dog pound and, out of breath, describes his dog to the clerk.

“He’s brown and white, mostly white. Name’s Spot, he…. What? You have him? Oh, boy! I’ll take him right now! What? Two dollars? Two dollars to get him back? Oh. I’ll get it! Believe me!”

The boy returns two days later with the money in nickels and dimes.

“I’m here for Spot!” A dreadful pause. “What? What did you say? …But No. It can’t be too late. You see, he’s… He’s brown and white, and he’s got this spot on his back and… Huh? Oh, no, please. Please! Don’t you see? He’s my… He’s…”

I had no knowledge then of method acting. I didn’t know it existed. Performing this at school, I simply was that little boy. The tears came naturally. Not only mine, but those watching me. That’s when I really felt it. For myself. The power of being someone else. No question. I was going to be an actor.

Mom took me to an audition for a David O. Selznick production of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. After I read, I felt really good. I felt I had it. They didn’t. “Needs freckles.” I didn’t get the part. Still, I had auditioned for Tom Sawyer.

By this time, Dad’s future looked a little brighter. He sold real estate at a new housing development by the burgeoning L.A. Airport. It was called Del Aire, a rip off name from the Beverly Hills Bel Air. The houses sold for three thousand bucks with a hundred down. I attended Inglewood High which was entirely white. Today, it’s predominately black. As far as I knew, at that time, there were no Irish neighborhoods, no Polish neighborhoods, no Jewish neighborhoods, and no Italian neighborhoods. Watts was the center of the African American community. With a lack of any ethnic differences, I grew up blissfully ignorant of different prejudices.

Looking back, I realize how fortunate I was with my high school teachers. Diminutive Mrs. Scofield introduced us to Swift and Defoe and Dickens. I never imagined that one day I’d be adapting A Tale of Two Cities for the screen with an illustrious British cast. Assigned to write the “what I did last summer” type essays, I took the opportunity to create short fictional stories which Mrs. Scofield felt were grammatically weak. But after dramatizing them aloud before the class, she’d sometimes overlook the grammar.

Mr. Roberts, in history, offered similar chances to speak before the class. I gave a fervent reading of Patrick Henry’s address, ending with a dramatic flourish, “Are we to be bound by the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!” What was the date of Patrick Henry’s address? I’ve long since forgotten. But I’ll never forget the passion of the speech.

Our senior class play was Abie’s Irish Rose. I was cast as the Jewish boy, Abie, who falls in love with a Catholic girl. The actress playing the girl was Jewish, which was a switch in ethnicity for both of us. My major shortcoming, as Abie, was a belated and embarrassing voice change marked by frequent tonal fluctuations.

The local theater in Inglewood was called the Academy. On certain evenings, a tower above the theater proclaimed PREVIEW TONIGHT which could be seen for many miles. Hollywood was going to Inglewood for an average reaction from a working class audience. And what previews they were. At Rebecca, I saw Alfred Hitchcock in the lobby after the screening. At Our Town, William Holden looking over the audience reaction cards. One night, the preview was sold out, and I waited outside for over an hour just to see who the people were in the lobby.

In my teenage celebrity quest one day, a high school buddy and I drove to Sunset Boulevard in my run-down Hudson Terraplane, crossed the center grassy strip on Sunset which ran for miles to accommodate horseback riding, and parked near the Beverly Hills Hotel. In our best Sunday clothes, we entered the hotel and headed for the swimming pool where we had been told we might see them. And we did. One. Right in front of our eyes. Judy Garland. Wet!

By the time I entered Los Angeles City College, my voice was no longer fluctuating and I grew a couple more inches, stretching to six-two. In addition to a liberal arts course, I boned up on my typing from high school and took shorthand, skills necessary for a starving actor. The future would be what I made of it. But, the future had something else in store.

The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. It wasn’t long before some Asian students on the campus wore metal pins that said I AM CHINESE. As for Japanese families, they were taken to camps in northern California along with their families. In fact, I could see Japanese families being boarded on special buses along Lincoln Boulevard on Thursday mornings. I knew that many had truck farms with produce ready for the market and were forced to give up their homes, their farms, everything. It really puzzled me. They didn’t bomb Pearl Harbor. They were farmers. It didn’t make any sense.

That summer, Jim joined the army and I, at eighteen, signed up for the draft while working at Bullocks department store downtown. A stock boy in women’s sportswear, I worked for Mrs. Pindeck, a very short, stout lady, who was in charge. All employees were required to wear hats to work. Not caps. Hats. I forgot my hat one early morning and circled the stores around Bullocks for an hour to buy one. Nothing was open. Mr. Ramarez, ramrod with steel wool for a beard, was the store supervisor and stood waiting at the entry. I was petrified. He stared at my hatless head. “If you ever come to work at Bullocks again without your hat, that will be your last day.”

Before that could happen, a college friend suggested that we fill out civil service exams for a government job until we were called up for the draft. Anything to leave Bullocks. The typing and shorthand skills I had learned paid off. I passed the junior stenographer exam and, to my surprise, was sent to Coast Guard Headquarters in Washington D.C. Routed through New York City on a Greyhound bus, I stayed overnight at the 34th Street YMCA amidst hundreds of servicemen who had flooded Manhattan. For the first time, amidst towering skyscrapers, I felt the pulse of war. Also for the first time, I had the opportunity to go to a theater and see a Broadway play, Arsenic and Old Lace. It starred Boris Karloff whom I had known on the screen only as Frankenstein. Here he was in the flesh, live theater. I was enraptured. 


CHAPTER 2

Washington D.C. was consumed by war activity, and Coast Guard Headquarters was located in the hot, steamy heart of it. The U.S. Coast Guard Commander Jewell, my boss, was charged with inducting all United States civilian harbor boat captains into the Coast Guard. I rented a small room nearby in an attached row of houses. My landlord was glued to his radio everyday, listening to the epic Battle of Stalingrad where the Russians finally stopped Hitler’s troops.

Without any friends in Washington, the weekends were lonely. I came upon a community theater in town that was holding auditions and leaped at the chance for a part. They cast me as a “Negro handyman”. Yes, they wanted me in blackface. I still feel embarrassed and disturbed about it today, but at least I didn’t play into the cliché of a dimwitted subservient. So far, a Jewish groom and a blackface handyman. But I was on stage.

After eight months at Coast Guard Headquarters, Commander Jewell surprised me one day, asking if I’d like to enlist and continue working with him. He would see to it that I would become an ensign in the Coast Guard. But there was just one problem. The Coast Guard had a far more stringent physical exam than the other armed services. I was scrawny, nearsighted, and my teeth needed work. Commander Jewell said that it would be all right. He’d give me a waiver to be placed in a category called Class “S”.

The physical exam took two hours and, of course, they discovered I was underweight, myopic, and my teeth needed work. Commander Jewell gave me the waiver, and I took the oath immediately.

He allowed me to go home for ten days before being officially assigned to his office and suggested I wear a temporary Coast Guard seaman’s uniform on the train trip home. The day before leaving, it happened.

I slipped on the ice running for the street car and fell on my left arm. It didn’t seem bad at the time. Seated on my suitcase between rail cars, I finally got home, in uniform, and my mother was appalled. My arm was swollen and it hurt like hell. The X-ray showed a fracture. If I had lifted my arm above the vertical, it would have been a compound fracture.

The California Coast Guard medics delayed my return to Washington, and I resumed a romantic relationship with Pat Lesher, a girl who had been in the cast of Abie’s Irish Rose. We spent quite a few evenings together with my left arm in a sling. In spite of that handicap, it was enough for us to decide that we were definitely in love, but any thoughts of life together at this point would have to wait. My arm healed and my leave was up.

Back to Washington Coast Guard Headquarters, up to the sixth floor and down the hall to Commander Jewell’s office. Something didn’t look right. There was another name on the door. I soon discovered that Jewell had been sent to duty at sea, leaving no instructions for me. No one knew why and his replacement had no idea what to do with me. They resolved the situation by sending me off to boot camp. No ensign. No Coast Guard Headquarters. Just another lonely recruit arriving at the Coast Guard Station in Sheepshead Bay next to Coney Island.

My platoon was made up entirely of young men from Hartford, Connecticut, who couldn’t figure out how a Californian was put in with them. It was so complicated, I didn’t bother telling them. The platoon roster read John Gay and that was the name they barked out at roll call every morning. After a few days of this, the guys started calling me John. I stopped correcting them and Jack slowly disappeared.

The station brought me into constant contact with a certain word I hadn’t heard that much of before. Every object or situation had the same description. The “fuckin’” food. The “fuckin’” cold, the “fuckin’” drill. The “fuckin’” everything. I came to realize quickly what a sheltered life I had led.

4 a.m. drills, rowing lifeboats through ice flows off Coney Island waters, guard duty, and K.P. became routine. My K.P., however, wasn’t in the kitchen. Instead, I repaired heavy canvas floor mats for the gymnasium by lying on my back with the mat propped above me on two sawhorses. Someone lying on his stomach above shoved back a huge thick needle and thread down to me. This activity was supervised at times by the world heavyweight champion, Jack Dempsey, inducted into the Coast Guard and in charge of our physical education. He’d make a brief observation which was always followed by, “Good job, boys!” There was no weekend liberty in boot camp, but we had Dick Stabile and his band on weekends and a new comedian also inducted into the Coast Guard, Sid Caesar.

Four weeks later, word came that the personnel office needed a clerk who could type 60 words a minute. I took the test with three other guys from boot camp. The Yeoman giving the test couldn’t believe my score. In fact, he made me take it again to make certain there had been no mistake at 120 words a minute. No more boot camp. I was immediately assigned to personnel. The odd thing about it is I never told anyone in personnel that I had also clerked at Coast Guard Headquarters in Washington D.C. I felt as though it would sound like boasting.

Weekend liberties in New York City. Going to the theater! I wrote letters to the family and Pat and recorded messages for them at the Times Square serviceman’s booth. There was Frank Sinatra on stage at the Paramount, Danny Kaye on stage at the Roxy, and the big bands everywhere. Best of all, however, were the stage plays which became my introduction to actors I’d never heard of in plays I loved. Paul Robeson, Helen Hayes, Katherine Cornell, Ethel Barrymore. Magic.

Everything was looking up until a “Dear John” letter arrived from California. Only it was addressed, “Dear Jack”. Pat had found someone else. She was going to get married. It was a jolt, no question. But then it made me wonder. Was it all just a high school romance? Shouldn’t I be more depressed, disconsolate, angry? I only knew one thing for certain. It was over.

Four Coast Guard buddies and I bunked in the same wooden bungalow on the station. When the commissary served bad pork, we all got violently sick together. A toothache would bring you to the Merchant Marine Base next door where a dental trainee once drilled my tooth without the proper use of Novocain, an experience which is not easily forgotten. We hung out together off base at local Sheepshead Bay bars drinking beer (my first), plus trips to Manhattan where we flirted with girls in Central Park.

One night, a date was lined up with three girls from Albany. We took in a cabaret show at the Hotel Roosevelt on Seventh Avenue where the pianist sang off color songs like, “How I love to nibble-nibble on those cupcakes. Those lovely cupcakes.” After the show, we sneaked the girls into a room, moving swiftly past a house detective stationed on the floor. My two buddies got the twin beds while I drew the cot. As it turned out, I had a premature. Devastating. After all, it was my first.

Almost two years of duty and the Special “S” class of my enlistment tripped me up. Men in personnel were being sent to sea and replaced by women in uniform called SPARS, an acronym for the Coast Guard motto, Semper Paratus Always Ready. I tried to get assigned to a liberty ship with my four buddies, but word came back. No sea duty for those in Class “S”.

More SPARS arrived at the station. And still more. The Coast Guard didn’t know what the hell to do with those in Class “S”. Since we couldn’t be sent to sea, they came up with a solution which solved their situation. All men in Class “S” designation would be given an honorable medical discharge. The order came down so quickly, so abruptly, I was in uniform one day and civilian clothes the next. In spite of the swiftness of it, however, there was no question as to what I would do now.


CHAPTER 3

Within a month, I auditioned at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in Manhattan for their fall class before the secretary of the school, Mr. Diestel. An austere man in a pinstripe suit with discolored Roquefort teeth, he sat quietly with no comment when I finished. I was relieved to find out the next day that I had been accepted. Without the GI Veterans Bill of free tuition and fifty-two bucks a month while attending school, I wouldn’t have been able to afford it.

To help my finances before school began, I took a job as a page at NBC radio studios in Rockefeller Center. I was back in uniform again, lining up for inspection before ushering for the evening radio programs. It was the time at NBC of the Milton Berle, Perry Como, and Henny Youngman radio shows. Youngman offered us five bucks for any joke he could use on the show. Berle upped it to ten bucks for a joke, but never used one.

Some programs had visiting stars every week, and one of my assignments was to stay with them in the green room until they were due on stage. I found myself in conversations with movie stars of my childhood. There, one night, was Wallace Beery, whom I would never forget as the roughshod Long John Silver of Treasure Island. Should I mention that he once inspired me to be an actor? No. I was too timid to bring it up.

On Sunday afternoons, at four, in studio 8H, the NBC Symphony Orchestra performed under the direction of the great conductor, Arturo Toscanini. One Sunday, another celebrated conductor, Eugene Ormandy, substituted for Toscanini and, at the last minute, needed a pair of cuff links. Pages were required to wear them. I eagerly offered mine. Then, I watched Ormandy lead the NBC Symphony Orchestra with my cufflinks, my musical claim to fame. I wanted to get them back, but he kept them.

On another Sunday, with Toscanini conducting, the doors had just closed and the concert started when a short, disheveled man came rushing out of an elevator on the eighth floor lobby. I could see immediately that it was Oscar Levant, the pianist, acerbic wit, and popular entertainer of the time. I rose quickly to stop him. No one was allowed to enter the studio once the doors had closed. He made it clear he was Oscar Levant and he fully intended to go in. I held firm and called my supervisor who arrived moments later. With apologies, he escorted Levant up to the clients’ soundproof booth. I thought there might be a reprimand later, but there wasn’t. I had acted as a loyal NBC employee. On another encounter, however, I came close to being fired.

Stationed at the entry doors of The Amazing Dunninger Show, I watched dazzled as Dunninger performed mysterious feats of mind reading. People were asked to write their names and messages on cards, and he would tell them
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