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PROLOGUE

NO NEED FOR VIAGRA

One of the most surprising things Cynthia Basinet saw during her millennial love affair with Jack Nicholson, the leading American actor of his time, with seventy-eight movies in forty-five years, was the sight of the legendary superstar, who was worth $250 million, bringing home a doggie bag from a caterer’s spread.1 “He’d come home with the food  from the set, all this Mexican refried beans and shit,” Basinet said.2 During the same decade that he reaped $50 million for Batman,  in salary and a brilliant back-end deal that gave him a share of merchandising—T-shirts, motorized Batmobiles, and a dozen other related items—the humble doggie bag seemed extraordinary to Basinet, as it would to anyone who saw him toss the bartender at the 2003 SAG Awards a $100 tip for a single glass of wine,3 but it after all only encapsulated the essence of the character of Jack Nicholson—the serious actor who would do any concept movie (including Adam Sandler’s Anger Management) if the price was right, the great lover who couldn’t keep a woman, the generous friend and husband who helped the former wife and mother of his son pay for a $600,000 house and later tried to repossess it and evict her. “Don’t ask him to put out $100 for dinner, but if you need $100,000, there’s no problem,” producer Harold Schneider said.4 He was a nest of contradictions carried to unimaginable extremes, just as his dancing eyebrows and flashing smile, the most familiar trademarks on the world’s screen since Brando’s biceps, concealed an unfixably morbid inner life. But whatever his issues, they haven’t interfered with his reign as one of the world’s favorite personalities, from the time he flashed his irresistible charm in Easy Rider in 1969 to his Oscar-winning curmudgeon in As Good as It Gets in 1998, his masterful turn as a hollow man in 2003’s About Schmidt, and his aging playboy in 2004’s Something’s Gotta Give, a film that bears remarkable parallels with the actor’s personal dilemma. 

“He hadn’t fallen in love since Anjelica [Huston], he said to me,” recalled Basinet. “The saddest thing about Jack is, I know that man loves me more than anything in the world, but he does not know how to love, or he loves in a mean way. I had to teach him to love. You have to walk him along.” As Alexander Payne, Nicholson’s About Schmidt director, observed, great actors “have a very special relationship with the camera—it’s almost as though they’re able to tell the camera things they can’t tell any single real person.” 

Asked how she first met Nicholson, Basinet said, “You come to this town as a model, who else are you going to meet? I mean, if you like to have a good time, you’re used to a certain energy, and you’re hitting the nightclubs.” Actually, the first time she saw him wasn’t in Los Angeles but in France, where, already a red-haired, raving beauty, she was working as a model. One night, she went to a Paris nightclub with some friends, including a man she’d been dating. Nicholson, who was often attracted to models, sat at a nearby table with director Roman Polanski, a close friend, and some others. Cynthia was feeling ill at ease that evening. “All these friends of mine were together because of me, but we weren’t really relating,” she later recounted. “I felt really lonely.” Then she spotted Nicholson, who didn’t seem to be paying any attention to his companions, either. “He smiled at me as if he realized I was as lonely and stranded as he.” Somehow she related to him more than to her friends; it was as if both she and the famous stranger wanted “something more” out of life—and that life itself was never quite enough, that reality had fallen short of their dreams. “It was just a brief encounter, when our eyes met,” she recalled, but it set something in motion. “What I had been envisioning in an ideal man was actually embodied in one: Jack.” 

She’d first been struck with the actor when, at twenty-two, she’d seen Terms of Endearment, around the time she was breaking up with her husband, but her awareness of the star went all the way back to her childhood in the San Fernando Valley, where she’d been born to a mother who was an artist and a father who was a working man. When the family moved to Northern California, she grew up wanting to be a singer, but most of her free time was devoted to looking after a retarded brother. She was eight or ten years old when her father saw Nicholson in Easy Rider and was so impressed he started riding his motorcycle again. “I felt as though my dad was grooming me to be a particular man’s wife, and I grew up feeling a certain person would embody my dreams.” She started to think about what would be her “ideal man, and to romance about him,” and from about fifteen on, she began to have dreams about the house they would live in; it wasn’t a mansion, wasn’t even particularly fancy, and there was something very lived-in about it, almost rundown. 

At nineteen, she married a “frigging spoiled brat”—an ex-baseball player who worked for a computer-parts distribution company in Northern California. They had a son, Jonathan, but the marriage soon fell apart. She went to Los Angeles, where, instead of realizing her ambition to sing, she found it easier, with her natural beauty, to fall into modeling—and to postpone her music career for whatever man was in her life. Modeling led to the jet set and an engagement to a man who had an elaborate estate abroad. Shortly after this relationship ended, she encountered Nicholson at the Paris nightclub. 

Back in Los Angeles in the 1990s, she saw the superstar again. “I often ran across him in Hollywood, and he’d come up to me in clubs and say something kind of inane. My girlfriends were saying, ‘Guess who called me last night? Jack Nicholson.’ He was hitting on everybody.” For a while, they were no more than passing ships in the night. Still, she couldn’t get him out of her mind, sensing a strange affinity that somehow already existed. When she started taking acting classes, the other students called her “a female version of Jack Nicholson.” Then she heard that he was also going to be a guest at a Beverly Hills party she was attending, and decided, If he shows up, I’m going to make a concerted effort to talk to him, civilly, just to see what he’s about. 

The party was a very small one indeed. There were only a couple of other guests, and one of them, like Cynthia, was a redhead. Nicholson walked in looking “really cool” in a Hawaiian shirt and clear horn-rimmed glasses. “It was just like my dad had shown up,” she recalled. “Jack had some Jim Beam and he went to put ice in it and then saw me and suddenly dropped the ice on the bar. He swooped down on it so fast, like no one would see it, and placed it in his glass, all the while trying to remain really suave. I thought he was so cute doing that. He came over and sat down next to me and started ranting on about what had just happened when he was in his car in traffic, and what had been playing on the radio.” An odd sensation came over her as she realized some kind of ESP was going on between them. “He was expressing things I was already thinking in my head,” she remembered. “I also started to see how much he was like my dad—a union man, union boss, head of a plumbing company. Hanging out with Jack was like sitting in the garage with my dad and his friends.” 

Later, they gravitated to a couch and relaxed together, talking easily. Cynthia, without explanation or warning, lay her head on his stomach. “Uh-oh,” Jack said, “I better, like, run to the bathroom.” As he started to get up, she grabbed his arm, as if implying, You’re not going anywhere. “I yanked him back down,” she recalled. “In my mind, I’d already had signs that it was going to happen this way, and the symbol I’d been given in a dream had to do with stomachs. Six months prior to meeting Jack, I had this dream. I have a lot of prophetic ones that guide me in my life. In this dream I was getting married, but all I could see of the groom was his stomach, and it was Harvey Keitel’s stomach.” Keitel had been Nicholson’s costar in The Two Jakes earlier in the nineties. 

The day following the dream, she was invited to a barbecue, and when she arrived, she saw Harvey Keitel sitting in a Buddhist position, almost naked. “I could see his gut,” she said, “and I thought, Damn, that’s not the one. Though he wasn’t my type, I sat back and enjoyed the party, letting the other girls enjoy Harvey. So, cut to this night with Jack, we go to sit down on the couch and for some weird reason, I feel like I’m home and I put my head on his stomach.” 

Not surprisingly, he invited her to go home with him. “I’d come to a fork in the road,” she remembered, “and I said to myself, Well, I can either go home, which is nearby, or I can say, Well, Basinet, you can go with Jack, and become a woman who is led by her pursuits. I have nothing to lose. I’m not with anybody at the moment. If you step away, later you’ll say, Oh, my God, and if you stay, he’ll give you his stuff, the key to why it’s succeeded for him for so long.” She was at a place in her life, she later recalled, “when you realize, you better pull back, find out why all these things give you a good time and then make a product from that.” That’s how she’d fallen into modeling after nightclubs and jet setting, and how, later on, she would decide to break into show business as a singer. 

Though Nicholson was still in an off-again, on-again relationship with a former waitress named Rebecca Broussard, whom he’d cast as his secretary in The Two Jakes and who was trying, not very successfully, to become an actress, “he made it very clear he was available,” Basinet said, “and so I didn’t feel funky.” 

They left the party together, but she insisted on using her own car. “I don’t trust a man that much to drive me,” she said. Nicholson lived on Mulholland Drive, the high ridge of mountains that separates Beverly Hills from the San Fernando Valley, and when Cynthia walked into his house, she said, “Well, dang!” It was the same as the lived-in, time-worn house she’d seen in her dream years ago. “It had the same little baby kiddie piano in the entranceway. I had wanted one my entire life. My parents had one in the attic, but they’d never let me touch it because they were sure I’d break it. 

“Jack’s house was two-story, very family style, with a deck. Being raised on art and following artists’ careers, I noticed his paintings. I had posters of the same frigging art he had on his walls, only his were the originals. And he had a framed quote by Eleanor Roosevelt in his bathroom. My first thought about his house was, It could be redone really cool. It needed some new energy. The kitchen’s old. The whole place is kind of run down a bit. Jack wants to be loved so much that he helps so many other people and not himself, like not redoing the linoleum in the family room and the carpets. He’s just caught in a mode.” 

And she was caught in his spell—that old Jack magic—especially when he put on some music, standard romantic jazz- and pop-era classics. “A key thing between us was always the music,” she said. “We were a little wild, happy just to find somebody to play with. There were no servants there—it was the holidays—and we were both lonely. Suddenly, we were all over each other. He was a virile lover, though obviously well into midlife. This was just prior to the advent of Viagra, and there was no way he could have been on it. That man did not need Viagra around me. [Later, when Viagra went on the market, Nicholson was an early investor in the company,5 and commented, in 2004, ‘I only take Viagra when I’m with more than one woman.’]6 He’s just a really endearing person, and there was something else. I was taking acting classes, wanted to be an actress, and Jack Nicholson was an actor. I projected my fantasy on him, and he got it and played it back. Later, we relaxed and watched TV.” 

He brought out another stack of recordings. “People send him a lot of recordings so he has lots of music,” she said. “He used to make cassette tapes of his favorite songs, putting them all together. He has such a great knowledge of music. He remembers every frigging song.” 

Finally, they went down to the kitchen, where she gradually became aware of “weird little coincidences.” They both liked to drink Earl Grey tea. Then, when she went to the bathroom, she saw that she and Nicholson used the same fragrance. “It was a flowery female one and a woodsy male one. I keep my perfume in the car, so I don’t know if [he took it, but] it would disappear.” 

While still in the bathroom, she noticed that it was “filled with all these great paintings, including a Picasso, nudes, and little pencil markings, like the ones I used to make to chart my son’s growth in height through the years. I stood there trying to figure out how old his daughter was, and whether he’d let her come in there, because—well, you know how sexuality is perceived, and there was a painting that, when you sat on the toilet, you looked at. Picasso or something, a woman lying back. I’m not saying there’s anything bad with your daughter seeing nudes, but she needs to validate  her own insides before you start showing her projected images, especially when you’re a father who’s known to have issues of [sexuality].” 

They continued to hang out that night, and then, as she started to leave, they shook hands. 

“No matter what happens, let’s be friends,” she told him. He nodded and said, “We’ll always be friends through thick and thin.” 

For the next two weeks, she occasionally thought about his daughter and the bathroom nude painting, and when she saw him again, he asked her, “You think it’s okay that I bring ‘Lorraina’ [in the bathroom] and measure her height?” 

“I was thinking about it last week,” she said. “You can judge [for yourself], but I would get rid of that picture across from the toilet.” 

From that moment on, “we were together, and we were friends, then best friends,” she said, “and we couldn’t wait to talk to each other. More than anything, I just knew that this was a neat friendship.” As lovers, they were always growing and changing. “It was wild in the beginning but then after a while, it was like the key just fit. It was like home.” He wasn’t a movie star to her anymore; just “that cute guy that sang to me and danced for me.” 

In the routine they developed, Nicholson came to her place Sunday evenings after spending the day with his two young children, usually wearing a golf sweater and khakis. “I fit into his life better that way, helping him wind down and start the week; I just felt we could get along better after he saw the kids on Sunday. Then I got confused about what day it was, and the first time he came to my house, it took him two and a half hours. He’d been way out in Malibu with Sean Penn [Nicholson’s director for The Crossing Guard and The Pledge in the nineties]. Then he arrived at his house and called, and I still coaxed him to come. Later, when I realized how fast he’d been driving, I was sorry I’d urged him to come. I thought, You don’t have the right to play with another person’s soul. Nor do you have a right to jeopardize [the Jack Nicholson industry]. A lot of people are very dependent on the commerce he creates. For four decades, people have been making money off him, and in time I would try to protect him from people using him, because it totally drained his energy. Gradually, I realized we were both alike in that we have a bit of the chameleon in us. We completely come in and project who we are, and take over a room and goof with it. Or, especially when the company is interesting, we mold ourselves into the group. Jack is wonderful to talk politics and music with.” 

Eventually she met Nicholson’s old friends Warren Beatty and Robert Evans. The latter held court in his Beverly Hills mansion, but Cynthia found to her surprise that she couldn’t relate to his friends, let alone take over the room. “I knew Bob from before Jack, but I just didn’t want to be with those people. Sometimes he would just have these two women there. One time I met a couple of women up there and they were talking, and I could see that they just had a different reason of why they were in Hollywood, and what they were getting out of it, which is fine.” Unlike Basinet, the glamour girls at Evans’s house never seemed to be working on a project, and Basinet always had one in development, her current interest being “a book on facials.” 

Presumably that was a topic that would have interested the world-class beauties who flocked to Evans, but Basinet couldn’t extract any feedback from these girls, who, she decided, didn’t appear to spend much time thinking. She gave up on the scene at Evans’s house, but elsewhere in L.A., whenever she found herself surrounded by superstar trendsetters and rich, fashion-conscious consumers, she regarded everything they did and said as potential merchandising opportunities, products or practices to go national with, whether as a beauty expert, health guru, physical trainer, New Age counselor, nouvelle cuisine chef, or, ideally, as a performer. California was the breeding ground of them all. 

“I ran into Warren [Beatty] twice,” she remembered. Many of Nicholson’s memories were tied to Beatty; the two men had in common a “history of the way you treat women and the way you are,” she said. “I think Jack has just such a brilliant mind, and I think Warren’s a charmer. Jack’s mind is learned, absorbed knowledge, not like Warren’s freethinking. Jack’s a lot more sincere, more cerebral. 

“Jack began trying to find what would keep me around, what it was I wanted. We were so shy of each other that he would shake around me. His fame couldn’t buy me, not even when he put his Oscars in front of me. We really didn’t talk about work or movies; we talked about ourselves. I’d buy him Godiva chocolates, but the smallest little box, so he could eat the whole thing. The guy’s a genius, but he’d kind of lost his mind at this point and I began to suspect that it was too much work to have a relationship with this man. There were just too many walls to scale. He gave me a necklace and told me that it was paste [fake]. I wore it, and about a week later, my neck turned green.” 

“You know,” Cynthia told him, “the necklace you gave me is turning green. Why would that be? It must not be real gold.” 

“It’s not?” Nicholson said. “I think I paid two hundred dollars for it.” 

 

 

As Basinet would discover, loving Jack Nicholson would turn into both an obstacle course with increasingly difficult hurdles, and a maze with no way out, like the treacherous hedge that defeated Jack Torrance in The Shining. Along with the experience of some of the other noncelebrities who loved Nicholson, Basinet’s time with him followed a pattern strikingly unlike that of such public personalities in his emotional life as Michelle Phillips, Anjelica Huston, and Lara Flynn Boyle. In the noncelebrity configuration, repeated over and over, an obscure woman became obsessed with Nicholson after making love with him, was ardently sought and courted, but strictly kept in the background, in an atmosphere of secrecy. These became the women of the harem, an unofficial, unstructured, floating sorority in which the members never met one another, but were all too aware of one another’s existence. Nicholson seemed to want them and at the same time was repelled by them, a strange but unmistakable echo of his initial experiences with women—his grandmother, whose child he thought he was; his mother, who told him she was his sister; and his aunt, who also passed as a sister. These three extraordinary New Jersey women were responsible, in their well-meaning but lying ways, for bringing him into the world and raising him without ever letting him know that he was illegitimate, or who his true parents were. Denied his own mother, he would, in a sense, and perhaps understandably, never forgive womankind. 

So much was going on in Nicholson’s heart, too much for Basinet to deal with, like the ghost of Anjelica Huston and Nicholson’s seventeen-year affair with her; Rebecca Broussard, the mother of two of his children, Ray and Lorraine, both born in the nineties; and the hellcat TV-series actress Lara Flynn Boyle, whose power over Nicholson seemed total and unbreakable despite frequent fights and breakups. How, in the midst of all this, could a warm and viable love affair proceed? Basinet knew she would be entering a world unlike any she’d ever known, but at least she’d be with a man who was her ideal friend and lover, possibly offering precious opportunities from the red-hot center of Hollywood power. 

Young, talented, pretty, and with many available options for a safer life, she decided to plunge into Nicholson’s world, headlong and holding nothing back. They made quite a match, Nicholson with “that little bit of male fascism that makes him dangerous, and, hence, attractive,” as New Yorker critic Pauline Kael once wrote, and Basinet, with her steely tenacity that would prove, as Nicholson discovered, as strong as her devotion. 




 

Chapter One

THE PRINCE OF SUMMER

Just as Nicholson ultimately became remote and unattainable for Cynthia Basinet, so were his parents forever distant from Nicholson. “I became conscious of very early emotions about not being wanted,” he said, “feeling that I was a problem to my family as an infant.” Quite literally, his parents would never permit him to know them—not even their real names or exact relationships. 

According to one theory, his father was a man named Don Furcillo-Rose, who impregnated Nicholson’s mother, June Frances Nicholson, then a beautiful, red-haired, seventeen-year-old New Jersey girl and aspiring movie star, who’d been courted by gangsters and prizefighters, and appeared as a showgirl in a Leonard Sillman revue on Broadway. Furcillo-Rose, a song-and-dance man who’d worked the Jersey Shore with various bands, was married to another woman and had already fathered a son. Angry and outraged, June’s mother, Ethel May, banished him from her pregnant daughter’s presence in 1936, months before the birth of Jack Nicholson.1 

According to another theory, Nicholson’s father was a bandleader/pianist/dance-studio owner who’d played the Jersey circuit with Jackie Gleason; his name was Eddie King, and he had featured June Nicholson on his radio show Eddie King and His Radio Kiddies before getting her pregnant. Later, threatened with deportation as an illegal immigrant, King went into hiding in Asbury Park, fearing that admission of having sex with a teenager would get him into even deeper trouble with the law. He was finally cleared and later married an employee at his dance studio.2 

Even June herself wasn’t sure who Jack’s father was, and as Jack would later put it, he belonged to his “own downtrodden minority: the bastard.”3 Putting the best possible face on his illegitimacy and its inevitably destabilizing effect on his life,4 he convinced himself that he had “the blood of kings flowing through my veins.” 

Jack’s thirty-nine-year-old grandmother, Ethel May Nicholson (or “Mud,” as he later nicknamed her), was a slender, pretty brunette. Gifted as a seamstress and painter, she was capable of taking care of herself and others, which was often necessary. Her alcoholic husband, a dapper window dresser named John J. Nicholson, decorated for Steinbach department stores in Asbury Park, but disappeared on binges and could be counted on for nothing. When Ethel May learned that her daughter was pregnant out of wedlock, she made an extraordinary decision. As the only female in the house who was married, Ethel May would assume the baby’s parenting, even claiming to be his mother. Her decision was tacitly accepted by John J., June, and Lorraine. “You can’t imagine the stigma and shame for a mother and child in that situation at that time,” said “Rain”—Nicholson’s nickname for his pretend sister Lorraine—who was fourteen when June became pregnant.5 

After considering abortion,6 June crossed the Hudson River to Manhattan and remained there until the baby’s birth, on April 22, 1937, at Bellevue Hospital. When Jack was two months old, she returned home. Lorraine related, “Right after that, [June] got a job and was gone, which was OK. Mud just grabbed that baby and made him hers. My mother lived and breathed Jack. Everything Jack did was great to us.” Neighbors naturally gossiped, speculating on the identity of the father, many of them later noticing the resemblance between Jack and Eddie King, but eventually they accepted that the boy was Ethel May’s “change-of-life baby.” Jack grew up thinking that June, his true mother, was his sister, and that Lorraine, his aunt, was his other sister. When Jack was in his teens, Lorraine was tempted to tell him the truth—that June, not Ethel May, was his mother—but she held back, and he continued to live in ignorance until he was thirty-seven years old, long after he’d achieved stardom. “They were both so afraid of losing him,” Lorraine recalled. Ethel May and June suspected, not surprisingly, that he’d lash out at them in rage for practicing such gross deception. “He grew up with three mothers,” Lorraine added, “and even though he wasn’t close to June, no one ever deserted Jack.” 

Though it was a merciful act in many respects, Jack was surrounded by crafty and deceitful women, a situation that would forever influence his attitude toward women. “Jack has a right to be angry—a legitimate beef,” Lorraine said in 1994. “If he’s got hangups today, they’re legitimate, too.” Not until 1974, when he was contacted by a Time magazine reporter researching a cover story, was the secret so long and scrupulously guarded by Ethel May, June, and Lorraine finally exposed. Upon learning that he was illegitimate, Jack was devastated, his entire sense of identity undermined and savaged, but at last he understood why he’d always felt like a second-class citizen, and why his lack of self-esteem always destroyed his love affairs and attempts at marriage. In 1975 he referred to “a terrible realization I had as an infant that my mother didn’t want me . . . and along with that came desperate feelings of need. Basically . . . I relate to women by trying to please them as if my survival depended on them. In my long-term relationships, I’m always the one that gets left.”7 

Denied his real mother, he would never stop searching for her, and all his intimate relationships with women would be shaped by what had happened there on the Jersey Shore. “Somehow,” he later ruminated, “in the sexual experience, I was making the woman into a sort of a mom—an authoritarian female figure; that made me feel inadequate to the situation, small and childish. I indulged myself in a lot of masturbatory behavior. I solved none of these problems in therapy. I worked them out for myself, but any of them might reappear.”8 

As journalist Chrissy Ulley sagely wrote in the London Sunday Times in 1996, “Despite this ‘I love women, I love the company of women’ line that he’s always pushing, you know for sure that the reverse is true—that men who love women like this are in awe of them, they fear them, they don’t understand them, but they understand how to play them, how to hurt them, how to make it work.” 

The wild philandering of Jack Nicholson, America’s preening Don Juan, a pioneer and hero of the sex revolution of the sixties and seventies, was a reaction to his own bizarre, traumatic, and troubled childhood. “Under the circumstances, it’s a miracle that I didn’t turn out to be a fag,” he said.9 What he didn’t escape, however, were “castration fears”10 and “homosexual fears.”11 

 

 

The most urbanized, densely populated state in the United States, New Jersey is a noisy, blue-collar melting pot, but at the same time, beautiful in places like Cape May, rich in history, and one of the key cradles of American independence. In 1776, Gen. George Washington staged a surprise attack against the Hessians at Trenton, followed by the Revolutionary Army’s victories at Princeton—which briefly became the U.S. capital—and Morristown. In 1904, Mark Twain and Henry James met at the home of their publisher, Harper’s Col. George Harvey, at Deal Beach. Jersey was the home of three of America’s best-loved poets, Walt Whitman of Camden, William Carlos Williams of Rutherford, and Allen Ginsberg of Paterson. At Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson was chief administrator before becoming president of the United States and Albert Einstein dreamed up the atomic bomb. The first movie was made there in 1889, Thomas Edison established the first movie studio near his labs in West Orange in 1892, and the first drive-in theater opened in Jersey in 1933. The state also lays claim to the first pro basketball game, played in 1896. 

Jersey was the home of Terry Malloy of On the Waterfront, Tony Soprano, Joey “Pants” Pantoliano, the Amboy Dukes, Paul Robeson, President Grover Cleveland, Count Basie, Connie Francis, Whitney Houston, Meryl Streep, and Frank Sinatra, whose mother, Dolly, performed illegal abortions in Hoboken. The fabled Jersey Shore—127 miles from Sandy Hook to Cape May, dotted with holiday towns ranging from skanky to tony—spawned Jack Nicholson, Bruce Springsteen, Danny DeVito, and the annual Miss America contest at Atlantic City. Just a stone’s throw from the beach and the famous boardwalk, Nicholson grew up in the middle-class section of Neptune City. “I was never an underprivileged kid,” he said, and added, ironically, “I caddied at very nice golf courses.”12 

But he could also admit, “I lived a tense life . . . I never had great relationships with my family.”13 In local bars, the man he called his father, John Joseph Nicholson, whom he’d later discover was his grandfather, would put away thirty-five shots of three-star Hennessy while Jack drank eighteen sarsaparillas. John J. was a “snappy dresser” and a “smiley Irishman,” cheered at firehouse games as “a great baseball player” before he discovered apricot brandy. Many years later, in 1987, Jack’s love for John J. would be immortalized in his sympathetic portrayal of him as the Francis Phelan character in one of his best films, Ironweed. “I never heard him raise his voice,” Jack recalled. “I never saw anybody be angry with him, not even my mother. He was just a quiet, melancholy, tragic figure—a very soft man.” Before long, John J. disappeared, abandoning his family, though, like Francis Phelan in Ironweed, he occasionally and unexpectedly showed up, usually at Christmas, perhaps toting a raw turkey, as in Ironweed. 

At 2 Steiner Avenue, in a roomy two-story house near Route 35, the Nicholson family’s circumstances steadily improved as the independent and resourceful Ethel May established her own small business as a hairdresser, running a beauty parlor out of her home. Although her well-to-do Pennsylvania Dutch Protestant father, who was president of the Taylor Metal Company, had disowned her for marrying John J., a Roman Catholic, her family eventually forgave her and lent her the money to purchase a permanent-wave machine and beautician lessons in Newark. 

After Jack’s real mother, June, left home to tour as a dancer on the road, she married a handsome test pilot, Murray “Bob” Hawley Jr., during World War II, and remained in Michigan, where she’d been stranded in 1943. “She was a symbol of excitement” to Jack, who remembered her as “thrilling and beautiful.” Lorraine, June’s younger sister, married a railroad brakeman for the line that later became Conrail; George “Shorty” Smith, a former all-state football player, served as Jack’s mentor and surrogate father. Shorty was an irresistible charmer and ladies’ man, and Jack doted on him, later affectionately describing him as a barfly bullshitter. Obviously it was from his family that Jack Nicholson picked up two important lifelong loves: showbusiness and sports—and perhaps something else. Speaking of Shorty, Lorraine said he was an alcoholic, but so beguilingly “sweet” that women would let him get away with anything, including “pinching boobs, that most men would’ve been killed for.”14 

Jack once described himself in childhood as “a Peck’s Bad Boy and a freckle-faced mischief-maker.”15 Lorraine agreed and went even further, adding that he was spoiled rotten, lying down on the floor and throwing kicking and screaming tantrums by the time he was six. He insisted on Ethel May’s undivided attention, and if she so much as left him to answer the phone, his temperamental demonstrations “rocked the house like an earthquake,” Lorraine remembered. Understandably, years later, when he delivered the murderous “Heeeere’s Johnny!” line in The Shining, very little rehearsal was required. 

The troubled child was “overweight since I was four years old,” Nicholson later said.16 He would emerge from his origins in a houseful of women with a cynical philosophy about relations between the sexes: “[Women] hate us, we hate them; they’re stronger, they’re smarter; and, most important, they don’t play fair.”17 Where such ideas came from, he perhaps unwittingly indicated in a 2003 press conference for About Schmidt, in which he described a melancholy preschool experience with Ethel May and Lorraine. “I’m one of the kids who actually got coal for Christmas one year,” he said. “I had sawed the leg off the dining room table and then refused to cop. They went all the way down the line with me. I opened the package and there it was—coal.” He cried so hard the women finally relented and gave him his real presents—a sled and a baseball bat. “I had my way in the end,” he said.18 

Early passions included the movies (he was a fan from the time he caught Bing Crosby and Barry Fitzgerald in Going My Way in 1945); sports (football and baseball; John J. took him across the river to see Mel Ott hit a homer); and comic books. “Batman was my favorite,” he said, and added, “The Joker was my favorite character.” After playing the Joker in 1989’s Batman, he remarked, “There are certain parts people say you’re born to play. The Joker would be one of them for me.” 

Significantly, the Joker was a dark, malevolent figure, and in Nicholson’s youth, the sense of something sinister was never far from his consciousness, the feeling that something was wrong with him—an ineradicable fatal flaw he could not escape. At six, he visited June and her husband, Murray, in Michigan, where the mother and son’s resemblance did not go unnoticed. Jack decided he wanted to stay, and Murray’s sister Nancy Hawley Wilsea was present the day he wouldn’t let go of June, screaming, “Don’t let her fool you. She’s really my mother. . . . Please, I want to stay.”19 Nicholson later denied that he’d ever caught on to the deception: “I never heard anything. Either that or I had the most outstanding selective hearing imaginable. It doesn’t matter. I had a great family situation there. It worked great for me.”20 

When June and her aviator husband, Murray Hawley, moved east, Jack spent more time with them. Scion of an old, established Connecticut family, Murray was the son of a noted orthopedic surgeon, and Murray and June lived “a very country-club life in Stony Brook, Long Island, where I always spent my summers in this very nice upper-class atmosphere,” he later told Rolling Stone.21 He grew close to their daughter, Pamela. Born in 1946, she was Jack’s half-sister, nine years his junior. Pamela would call him “Uncle Jack” until it was disclosed in 1974 that they were actually half-brother and half-sister. June’s marriage also produced a son, Murray Jr., before it ended in divorce. 

Basketball was Jack Nicholson’s chosen sport; he participated in the game at Theodore Roosevelt Elementary, near Shark River, in an area adjacent to a black ghetto, “so my early basketball experience was being the token white,” he recalled. Already a streetwise hustler, Nicholson used the game as a way to cheat people out of their money. His friend Dutch Nichols remembered that every weekend, he and “Chubs,” as he referred to the perpetually overweight Nicholson, would grab a basketball and follow the railroad tracks to Bangs Avenue, a dangerous Asbury Park neighborhood, dribbling all the way. They played two-on-two with any willing sucker, deliberately losing and then raising the stakes, starting at a dollar and quickly escalating to five dollars. 

“Dutch would be shooting around,” Nicholson said, “missing everything, looking geekish, and [I] would be just sort of looking like Chubs . . . built low to the pavement, crazy eyes and slower than Sunday traffic on the Garden State.”22 Occasionally the scam of purposely losing the first round stopped working. One day, their opponents demanded their winnings after one round, but Nicholson complained that he was carrying the money in his sock. 

“You don’t want me to have to take off my shoe and sock and everything, do ya? Don’tcha wanna play again?” 

After some grousing, his gullible victims fell for it, and lost the next round—and five dollars, which Dutch and Jack grabbed and scrammed. 

“Good thing you had that money in your sock, Chubs, ’cause I didn’t have a red cent,” Dutch said. 

“Dutch, the only thing I got in my sock is a hole,” Jack confessed.23 

Mrs. Ginny Doyle, who taught Nicholson from ages eight through twelve, said he “never did a lick of work and always got the highest marks.”24 He wasn’t “bookish smart,” she added, and he “preferred being known as the clown.”25 The pranks and jokes didn’t fool Mrs. Doyle, who realized that “he was unhappy, disappointed by his father.”26 The male bonding that he missed at home was amply available at school, especially in the toilets, locker rooms, and on the basketball court, where he embraced it with a vengeance. “I had a preadolescent mild homosexual experience as a child,” he said in 1972.27 

Though a Protestant, Ethel May gave her children a Catholic upbringing, deferring to John J.’s religion, and Jack was baptized in 1943 at the Church of the Ascension in Bradley Beach. He “sought out Catholicism on his own,” he said, and he considered it “a smart religion,” but he ended up an agnostic.28 His only religion was, and remains, show business, which he was already so obsessive about as a boy that he sat through The Babe Ruth Story, the 1948 biopic starring William Bendix, five times. After that, all he talked about was acting. At school, he was invariably the first to volunteer for variety shows, and, in the eighth grade, he “sang [‘Managua] Nicaragua’ in a very fabulous Roosevelt family school variety show,” he recalled. “I was supposed to be Frank Sinatra; my costume was a crepe paper, yellow and red, like Phillip Morris, and I thought, What does this have to do with Frank Sinatra?” 

By the age of fourteen, “Chubs” stood at five feet nine, had dark brown hair, brownish green eyes, and slightly pointed ears, and was still running to fat, weighing 180 pounds.29 The family moved to a flat at 505 Mercer Avenue in Spring Lake, a few miles south of Neptune. He started high school in 1950, when rock ’n’ roll hadn’t yet begun, but cool was in, spearheaded long before Elvis Presley by Ray Charles and Johnnie Ray. “I started off with Harry James,” he said, “then South Pacific and all those wonderful old songs. [Although] we’re the original rock ’n’ roll generation, there’s a crease in between there, a certain era of music that’s never been revived, songs that were hits when I was in grammar school: ‘A Huggin’ and a-Choppin’,’ ‘Open the Door, Richard.’ ”30 

Classmates at Manasquan High School differ in their accounts of Nicholson’s social status. Nancy Purcell, today a sixty-eight-year-old Unity Church minister and mother of three daughters in Lynchburg, Virginia, recalls him as “everybody’s friend. A real outgoing, fun kid.”31 A less charitable classmate referred to him as “a fat Irish kid who wasn’t good enough to play basketball so he managed the team and worked the scoreboard.”32 Nicholson went out for freshman football but was too runty for the varsity; he also went out for freshman basketball and later made high claims for his performance as the “sixth man” who “steadies the team.” 

Whatever his ability, and despite his lack of self-esteem, Nicholson was a popularity-seeker nonpareil, and sports was the surest route to acceptance in Manasquan’s in-crowd of jocks and cheerleaders. Having popular friends gave him the feeling of self-respect he lacked inside. “Someone like me always worries about the cataclysmic experience that might jerk away the facade and expose you as the complete imbecile that, deep in your heart, you know you are,” he later said,33 adding, “peer group was everything.” 

He successfully cultivated a cool attitude, imitating the style of the class favorites he observed at their hangout, the Spring Lake canteen in the local library’s basement, where the boys wore pegged corduroys, single-button suit coats, and stiletto thin ties. “It was the age of the put-on,” he said. “Cool was everything. Collars were up, eyelids were drooped. You never let on what bothered you. . . .34 There was a lot of visible rebellion, aside from the D.A. haircut. I used to like to go to school in a pair of navy-blue cuffed pegged pants, a black or navy-blue turtleneck sweater, maybe a gray coat over it, and a black porkpie hat that I’d gotten from the freeway in a motor accident that involved a priest.”35 One of his classmates was future astronaut Russell Schweikert.36 

With Nicholson’s wit and creativity, he was able to charm the golden ones, and soon was going with them to the beach, to New York, or the Algonquin Theater on Main Street in Manasquan, watching his favorite actors, Marlon Brando and Henry Fonda. He wrote sports stories for the school newspaper, The Blue and Gray, and, foreshadowing One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, played a nut case in a school production of The Curious Savage by John Patrick. 

“When we had a dance you just got the greatest suit you could get a hold of,” he said. “Always pegged, pleats, blue suedes, thinnest tie, shoulders, one button in front.” In 2003 he added, “My records were played at school dances.” Classmate George Anderson stated, “Jack wasn’t one of the heroes, but he made them his friends.”37 

Basketball, Nicholson once said, “is the classical music of sports. It’s a question of match-ups, plays, grace, strength, speed—the most competitive game, bar none.”38 In his sophomore year he was busted down to equipment manager, keeping score and looking after uniforms and balls. His uncontrollable temper got him into trouble when, enraged by a rival team’s stratagems, he invaded their locker room and trashed their equipment. Thereafter, he was banned from all Manasquan sports.39 “He was really not an athlete,” explained George Bowers, Manasquan’s assistant coach, but Dutch Nichols, one of the school’s best athletes, defended Jack, blaming a “personality conflict” with the coach. According to Dutch, Nicholson knew how to dribble, was fast on his feet, and managed a neat outside shot. 

After shedding his baby fat, Nicholson had a moderately athletic physique. People were beginning to notice his sharply etched facial features, all the more noticeable under his spiky crewcut hair and eagle-wing eyebrows. 

One day in 1953, as he stood talking in the hallway at school with Nancy Purcell, who’d just broken up with her boyfriend, Nancy said she’d probably spend the senior prom night at home. Sixteen and still a junior, Nicholson said, “You have to go. I’ll take you.” That night he arrived at her house in a gray suit, and slipped a white carnation corsage on her wrist. She wore a black and white formal her mother had made, and remembered that Nicholson “was a great dancer.” The prom ended with a jitterbug, and later they went to an après-prom party, then directly home. He was a “sweet” teenager who “didn’t kiss me goodnight,” she said. “It was our one and only date.”40 

The psychological baggage he was carrying prevented the normal development of a healthy ego; he didn’t particularly like himself, even disdaining his most unarguably attractive feature: “I don’t like my smile,” he said.41 His Achilles’ heel was “lack of self-confidence,” he added. “Sometimes I’m not able to take in the positive communication that’s directed at me because I’m not sure I deserve it.”42 

In his senior year he decided he wanted to become a journalist or a chemical engineer. Taking note of his keen intelligence and chiseled good looks—heroic brow, dazzling eyes, perfect nose, wide smile, and shining, even teeth—Lorraine urged him to leave home and make something of himself, but all he wanted to do  at that point was have a good time. He and his friends would “go to New York on weekends, get drunk, see ball games, bang around. . . . School was out, we just went to the beach all summer. And had fun, getting drunk every night.” Even friends who didn’t necessarily like him or consider him attractive began to call him “the Great Seducer,” he said, “because I seemed to have something invisible but unfailing.” That something, of course, was charisma—star quality. 

As a lifeguard at Bradley Beach during his sixteenth summer, he met his first movie actor, Cesar Romero, star of such Twentieth Century-Fox Technicolor extravaganzas as Coney Island and Carnival in Costa Rica. When Nicholson asked him what Hollywood was like, the Latin leading man said, “Hollywood is the lousiest town in the world when you’re not working,” but nothing could dampen Nicholson’s elation that special summer, when he was lean, glowing with youthful handsomeness, and had all the right moves. He was “tremendously streamlined . . . in the water,” his future partner, Anjelica Huston, said years later. “Jack swims like Esther Williams.”43 Standing in a boat just beyond the breakers and sporting his mirrored sunglasses, white oxide on his nose and lips, a black coat, and a prisoner’s hat, he preened for admiring girls from Teaneck, New Jersey. “When you got to be a lifeguard,” he said, “you were the prince of summer. . . . It didn’t do me much good, but a lot of other guys made a lot of hay with it. . . . Like most people of that generation, I didn’t think I was adept at anything.”44 His classmates voted him both the class optimist and the class pessimist.45 

He considered attending the University of Delaware but knew it would entail a “double effort” to afford it. “I was lazy,” he said, “and I had been working since I was eleven.” Now seventeen, he began to feel that his destiny lay in Los Angeles, where June had relocated in 1953. New Jersey, he decided, was “a futile state.” After his graduation in 1954, he suddenly disappeared, flying to California on money borrowed from Lorraine. “I turned around one day and he was gone,” said Dutch Nichols. “No goodbyes.” 

Nicholson had sound reasons for making a hasty exit, later explaining, “I think it’s very important for people to have something to leave home for. . . . Otherwise, it’s the gin mill and mom.”46 Ironically, if unwittingly, it was to his mom he was fleeing, though he still believed June to be his sister. 

Harry Gittes, one of Nicholson’s earliest Hollywood friends, said, “Jack’s ‘mother’ wanted to be in the movies and so did he, and he followed her out here, not even realizing she was his mother at the time.” He arrived in L.A. in September 1954, wearing the standard Ivy League fifties’ uniform—sweater; poplin, khaki-colored windbreaker with a zip front; blue jeans; and penny loafers. 

Staying with June and her children in an Inglewood apartment, he rarely ventured out for the first six months except to shoot pool or go to the beach or racetrack, where he’d sometimes win $300 to $400 on the horses. “It was great, just like home,” he said.47 Finally, a big loss forced him to give up gambling. “I had no friends,” he recalled, “I was living on my own. . . . I had no car. . . . It seemed like ninety years before I got to know some people.”48 Ethel May came out from New Jersey to help June, a heavy drinker, with her children, and eventually settled in L.A. herself.49 

His half-sister, Pamela, who had a full face with freckles and bangs, was important to him, affording the hero-worship that helped keep his confidence up as he labored in a menial job in a toy store. June, a secretary at an aircraft corporation, refused to encourage his artistic side, fearing that he would get no further than she had. Both having bad tempers, they turned her apartment into a battleground. “She hated me,” he said. “No, not hated me. I mean, we used to have incredible fights. She projected all her fears onto me. By the end of her life [she would die at forty-four], she was a total conservative and she saw me as a bum. She felt her own experiment had been nothing but doom. And there I was, this promising person frittering away his life as an unsuccessful actor.”50 

Retreating to the beach, Nicholson first tasted the heady, marijuana-scented atmosphere of the Beat Generation.51 Jack Kerouac had visited L.A. in 1947, and by the midfifties his moral and cultural revolution had started on the West Coast. A few years later Janis Joplin would make Venice Beach her first California stop, long before she settled in San Francisco. In Venice, Nicholson discovered crumbling faux-Venetian palaces and canals filled with garbage, but Ocean Front Walk was teeming with the bikers and bohemians—the first-generation West Coast beatniks. In bull sessions at the Venice West Coffee House, the Grand Hotel, the Carousel, the Westwind, the Matchbox, and the Gas House, they formulated the beat agenda, defying authority and rejecting the values of a mainstream America obsessed with appliances, tail fins, and TV. “This scruffy, lazy, ineffectual, and inept bunch of dropouts were actually engaged in a moral quest,” said David Carradine, who read poetry at the Venice West before striking it rich in the Kung Fu television series and playing Woody Guthrie in Bound for Glory. “Thomas Jefferson, Thoreau, Gandhi, Socrates, Christ all told us to set out on this search; and they were all held up to us as models.” 

Nicholson loved making the scene, describing it as “jazz and staying up all night on Venice Beach.”52 In a 1969 interview, he added, “I’m part of the generation that was raised on the Beats, West Coast cool jazz, Exodus, Jack Kerouac. I think silent people make better movies anyway, since film is a visual medium. Silent Generation? I guess I’m not so silent myself. I’m maybe the spokesman for the Silent Generation.”53 

But as far as June was concerned, he was going to hell in a hand basket. A later friend of Nicholson’s, John Herman Shaner, who appeared on television in The Walter Winchell File and M Squad, had drinks one night with June, and recalled, “She was bitter that show business had passed her by, and she didn’t make it. . . . That is what she said: That she had a lot of talent and it was never recognized. And that she was worried about Jack. . . . She thought he was exceptionally smart. I’m not so sure she was happy about him being an actor.”54 More to the point, she wanted her son to get a job or go back to school and train for a profession. Later, Nicholson said, “I can imagine that at times of high conflict June was dying to say to me, ‘Do it because I’m your mother, you prick!”55 

When the atmosphere in the apartment turned toxic, she finally kicked him out. Though he would nurse a grudge, it was as if he’d at last been liberated to get into the movies, and he walked all the way from Inglewood to Sunset Boulevard, traversing Baldwin Hills and trudging up endless La Brea. He didn’t speak to June for over a year, later recalling, “She thought I’d had enough time to experiment, that all I was interested in was running around, getting high, and pussy. Naturally, I strongly disagreed with her.”56 

The big lie hadn’t worked for either June or Jack, creating confusion and anger all around. Not until decades later, when the truth was out, was Nicholson able to say, “Certain things about my relationship with my actual mother, whom I thought was my sister . . . were clarified when I learned the truth. Just small things, like body English. Your mother relates to you differently than your sister does. I felt a new empathy for my mother. I remember thinking, when my sister doted on me, What are you worried about? But of course a mother would worry.”57 

Clearly, he was getting nowhere fast in Los Angeles, either professionally or personally. Don Devlin, another early Hollywood pal, said, “Jack started his sexual career later than most of his friends. He was a very good boy, and behaved himself extremely well in his early years.” 

He could easily have sunk into terminal lethargy, and the world would never have heard of him. “I am an anti-work-ethic person,” he said. “The only question I ever asked myself was whether I should have ever done anything at all.”58 

Then, one fateful day, he decided to go over to Culver City, to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, the largest of the movie studios, and try his luck. 





 

Chapter Two

HIP, SLICK, AND COOL

In show business, the mail room is the traditional starting place for pushy, ruthless, sexy go-getters like Sammy Glick, the unstoppable protagonist of Budd Schulberg’s novel What Makes Sammy Run. Helen Gurley Brown, David Geffen, Barry Diller, Mike Ovitz, Bryan Lourd, and Kevin Huvane are classic examples of shrewd trainees who plundered the mail-room files, reading big shots’ letters and memos to learn the business.1 It was on Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s bottom rung, the cartoon-department mailroom, that Jack Nicholson landed, in May 1955, after applying to the studio’s labor-relations desk “and going back until I found a moment when nobody had a cousin or a brother or anybody out of work,” he recalled.2 

He also “got into acting by being a fan—I wanted to see some movie stars.” For $30 a week, he delivered messages and mail, largely for animation virtuosi Fred Quimby, William Hanna, and Joseph Barbera, creators of the Tom and Jerry Cartoons. A starstruck eighteen-year-old, Nicholson spotted such celebrities on the lot as Gene Kelly, Rita Moreno, and Grace Kelly, and, in his spare time, helped organize a studio softball league, playing outfield. He also belonged to the animation golf team, having been introduced to the sport by June. 

After moving into an apartment in Culver City, he acquired a black ’49 Studebaker—and two roommates: a Jersey high school chum, Jon Epaminondas, who showed up in L.A. in the autumn of 1955, and a colleague from Metro known as “Storeroom Roger,” who worked in the props department. Epaminondas, a sinewy ex-marine, was trying to make it in show business. Often, the three roommates went to the movies, after Nicholson decided what they should see. He chose topflight American fare like Picnic and The Man With the Golden Arm, or foreign films like Henri-Georges Clouzot’s Diabolique. The era of art-house cinema was just dawning, and Nicholson’s first great teachers were the “ini’s,” as he called them: Federico Fellini and Roberto Rossellini, as well as Michelangelo Antonioni, Ingmar Bergman, and Luchino Visconti. Finding little honesty in American film acting, he respected the gutsiness and earthy power coming from overseas, as well as the stark symbolism of Bergman. 

On occasion the roommates triple-dated, making the scene on the Sunset Strip, where they hung out at the Unicorn, a coffee house–bookstore. One night at the Hollywood Palladium, during a sensuous slow dance to a big band, Nicholson ended up “shooting off into the girl.” Running to the men’s room, he blotted his trousers with toilet paper.3 Another time, the three amigos picked up some Vegas dancers and repaired to the girls’ apartment. “My point of view was simply to try to seduce everyone I could,” Nicholson later recalled. “I had trouble with ejaculatio praecox. . . . [I’d] poke her eight times and right away [I was] coming.” In order to bring his partners to orgasm, he’d get “the chicks off without balling them through manipulation of some kind, or [I’d get] another chick to share the load.” If he went three days without having sex, he’d become “filled up, and then I’d have a premature ejaculation, which is really a form of impotence. The root of it all was some kind of pleasure denial; it was pretty unsatisfactory for the women involved.”4 

Sometimes he had better luck having sex with a girl he didn’t like. “I had a few hate-fucks and they were groovy,” he said.5 Later, with the help of Reichian therapy, he developed stamina as a lover, but he never achieved a satisfactory feeling about himself. Nothing would ever be enough, and life would always disappoint him, except when he was at the movies, which took him “away from reality, from what’s outside the theater, for a couple of hours. I’m a romantic. I see reality, know how things are. . . . But I want them to be another way—something more.” Women were a particular disappointment. “In my fantasy,” he said, “I’ve wanted the women I’ve known to be that something more. I’ve let myself imagine that they have been. But I also see what they are. That’s why I’ve never settled down with a woman.”6 His dissatisfaction with womankind—roughly half the population of the planet—amounted to a dissatisfaction with life in general, which sprang, of course, from his fundamental dislike of himself. Though attractive and likable as an adult, he would always be the lost child who felt unwanted, the overweight kid called Chubs, chasing after cheerleaders and jocks. Self-esteem and contentment eluded him. 

In early July 1955, Nicholson’s grandfather, whom he still thought of as his father, was hospitalized in Neptune with cancer of the colon and a heart condition, dying two weeks later of cardiac arrest. The loyal and steadfast Lorraine had cared for him throughout his final illness. Catholic burial followed on July 26 at Neptune’s Mount Calvary Cemetery. Nicholson thought it prohibitively expensive to fly back to New Jersey “just to go to a funeral.”7 Though he understandably had little respect for John J., he loved him dearly, and his influence would show up in many ways in the years to come—the glasses Nicholson would wear in Easy Rider; virtually the entire characterization of Francis Phelan in Ironweed; and Nicholson’s dapper wardrobe, particularly his spectator shoes. John J. was basically a good egg, despite rampant irresponsibility, and as Nicholson grew older and learned that John J. was his grandfather instead of his father, it would become easier to forgive him for abandoning the family. “I certainly knew my father,” he would say in 2004. “He just didn’t happen to be my biological father.”8 

In Culver City, on the Metro lot one day, Nicholson caught the eye of producer Joe Pasternak. 

“Hiya, Joe!” said the feisty messenger. 

The veteran producer of Destry Rides Again and The Great Caruso arranged for Nicholson to have a screen test but later dismissed him as too high-voiced for the movies and advised him to “get some diction lessons and some acting classes while you’re at it.” Nicholson hadn’t come to California to go to school, which sounded too much like work, and when Pasternak learned that his counsel had been ignored, he told Bill Hanna, “What’s wrong with the kid—everybody wants to be an actor.” 

Nicholson certainly did, but hopefully via an easier path. Like Shelley Winters and Marilyn Monroe before him, he haunted Schwab’s Drug Store on Sunset Boulevard. He went on casting calls and engaged an agent, Fred Katz, but Katz was a dinosaur from the age of vaudeville, and came up with no jobs. In the spring of 1956, Bill Hanna arranged for Nicholson to become an apprentice at the Players’ Ring Theater on Santa Monica Boulevard near La Cienaga, and Nicholson appeared in the small role of Phil, a prep-school student, in Tea and Sympathy, along with Felicia Farr (the future Mrs. Jack Lemmon), Edd Byrnes, and Michael Landon. While the latter two scored TV series and went on to fame as Kooky in 77 Sunset Strip and Little Joe in Bonanza, respectively, Nicholson toiled on in obscurity, but at least he made some valuable contacts at the Players’ Ring, including Dennis Hopper, who had a leading role before dropping out to do a movie. Actor John Gilmore, who received good notices in William Inge’s A Loss of Roses, recalled that Nicholson always seemed like an outsider, and Nicholson later explained, “I was on fire at this point inside myself, but none of it was visible to anybody; it was all covered up with fake behavior.”9 

His job at MGM was in peril. The movie industry had entered a period of radical change due to increasing competition from TV, which was still fairly new in the 1950s but catching on fast. Tightening its belt, MGM decided to eliminate cartoon and short-subject production, shutting down the animation department. “I thought, This is it,” Nicholson recalled. “I’m not meant to be an actor. Then I didn’t work for nine months, a year. I didn’t make another penny. I [was] living on unemployment.” At last he found work as an actor in television on Matinee Theater, where he was billed eighth in a cast of nine, and on Divorce Court, which paid him $350 a week. In his first year of acting, he earned $1,400; in his second, $1,900. 

Unrewarding parts on television led to his lifelong disdain of the medium, which he referred to as “the cancer of film,” the opium of a “post-literate generation.”10 Much more fulfilling were the dramatic classes he finally began to take, at the suggestion of a Metro pal, aspiring actress Luana Anders. Jeff Corey had coached James Dean, Pat Boone, Anthony Perkins, Dean Stockwell, and countless others in the garage behind his house on Cheremoya Avenue in Hollywood, charging ten dollars for two classes a week. A character actor who’d appeared in My Friend Flicka, one of Nicholson’s favorite movies, and Bright Leaf, Corey was no longer able to work in films because he’d run afoul of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), which in the fifties thoroughly intimidated the Hollywood studio chiefs and landed many performers, directors, and writers on the infamous blacklist. 

A classmate of Nicholson’s, Robert Towne, an English major at Pomona who resembled Donald Sutherland, assured Nicholson he was going to be a star. Another classmate, Carole Eastman, was also supportive, but Jeff Corey was much less sanguine and even considered “terminating [Nicholson] for lack of interest.” Fortunately, Nicholson “never got pissed off or uptight about criticism,” Corey recalled. More impressed with Nicholson on the tennis court than in acting sessions, Corey said his student “played a very muscular game, like a New Jersey kid . . . ballsy, fun-loving.” Often, before class, Nicholson played handball with Robert Blake, the former child star of Our Gang movies, later immortalized as Little Beaver in TV’s Red Ryder, and, later still, as the suspected murderer of his wife Bonnie Lee Bakley. 

When Nicholson’s Culver City roommate Jon Epaminondas left for New York to study at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, he found himself homeless, and had to count on Bob Towne to put him up, or on Ethel May, who lived in Inglewood, or June, who’d moved with her children to North Hollywood. In a pinch, he could always stay with Luana Anders or, better still, with his new girlfriend, Georgianna Carter, a blonde he met in acting class, whose parents always made him feel welcome. The first of numerous young women to believe he had matrimony in mind, Georgianna thought Nicholson “boyish,” with a “soft look . . . which he lost somewhere along the line.”11 He took her to Ethel May’s apartment for a fried-eggplant dinner, after which he treated the women to his W. C. Fields imitation. Ethel May liked Georgianna so much she gave her a permanent wave. “Pretty soon,” Georgianna recalled, “I couldn’t do without him.”12 

June sometimes drove to work with Georgianna, who was employed at JC Penney in the San Fernando Valley. Lorraine and Shorty also moved to California, and after Lorraine found work as secretary to a buyer, Nicholson brought friends to Sunday dinner at their apartment in Burbank. Everyone assumed that Nicholson and Georgianna would get married—everyone but Nicholson, who had his hands full at the time helping take care of June’s children, Pamela and Murray. After her husband died of a brain tumor in Canada, June raised the children alone, and Nicholson contributed to their support. 

Eventually Nicholson and Bob Towne, whom he nicknamed “Flick,” took an apartment together in Hollywood.13 They tried to pick up starlets, who were a notch above acting students in the Hollywood pecking order, but these ambitious girls weren’t interested in nobodies.14 The apartment-sharing experiment with Towne proved equally unsuccessful. “I tried moving in with Towne, but that only lasted one day . . . I
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