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Introduction

Contagion

Unaware of just how insane things had gotten outside her door, Barbie took a shower. In her clothes.

She let the water run down her fit, toned body, cleansing it of the contagion. She sang to herself, “Happy birthday to me . . . happy birthday to m—”

—the door flew open, revealing the filth-covered zombie, inches from her face, growling and lunging toward her! Oddly, she noticed, it was wearing a surgical mask.

She screamed.

It was gone.

Ten minutes later, she was on the phone. “Hey girl, are you, like, sure it was just a hallucination?” Kendra asked.

“I mean, I think so,” said Barbie, now in a crop top and short shorts, looking and sounding every bit the stereotypical Valley Girl. “I mean, I’m not in the belly of some ‘corona zombie,’ so . . . I guess.” She sank down on the couch, iPhone pressed up against her face as she commiserated with her friend.

It was back to reality, but right now reality was the worst.

On the TV, President Trump was saying that he hoped he could reopen the country by Easter. But from what Kendra was saying, it sounded like the shutdown could last a lot longer than that.

“This lockdown sucks,” Barbie pouted. “It’s only been like two hours and I’m already bored.”

“I know, right?” Kendra sympathized. “And it’s Taco Tuesday!” Which was a huge bummer for Barbie. I mean, tacos . . .

But then Barbie brightened. Out of nowhere, she remembered her old boyfriend, and she squealed in sudden happiness. “Wait! Remember Jim Bob? He was like some kind of survivalist. And he left some of his survival shit in my garage.”

“And . . . ?” Kendra was dubious.

“And . . . there’s toilet paper!”

“Girrrl! You lucky bitch! Go Barbie!”

“Mm-hmm!” Barbie chanted. “I’m a rich bitch! I’m a rich bitch!” Hands in the air, grinding her hips party-girl style, she celebrated on the couch as Kendra whooped into the phone. Moments later, she went to check out her stash. “Come on, toilet paper,” Barbie called. “I know you’re in here.”

It was only the first day of lockdown in California, but toilet paper had been scarce for weeks, ever since it became obvious that the pandemic was going to be, like, a thing. Barbie tiptoed into the garage, the afternoon sun streaming in behind her. She peered under the blue tarps that Jim Bob had covered the shelves with. A mannequin, ammunition, some dried food rations (like, eww!). But then, toward the back . . .

“Yes! I hit the motherfucking mother lode!”

Charmin. A twenty-four-pack of the BIG rolls. Costco-tastic! She was set. She turned to leave the garage when she heard a noise behind her. When she swung around . . .

. . . she found herself face-to-face with a zombie. A real one this time.

Bigger and grosser than the one she’d imagined, parts of his throat ripped out, his face a blighted, bloody mess, his torn surgical mask revealing a mangled nose, a missing upper lip, bloodstained teeth, and what might have been part of a jawbone showing beneath . . . It laughed, burbled, and spoke one guttural word . . .

“Co-ro-na . . .”

It moved toward her.

Barbie screamed. And screamed.

“Cut! And that’s a wrap!”

Confession: I love yelling, “That’s a wrap!” I’ve done it more than 340 times in my insane career, and it never gets old.

But this one was special. It was Friday, March 20, 2020. The first day of California’s coronavirus lockdown order. And in that one day, I had begun and wrapped principal photography on my new feature film, Corona Zombies.

Look, by the time you read this, there will be a lot of entertainment that uses our worldwide pandemic nightmare as a backdrop. There will be “very special episodes” of popular sitcoms that take place during lockdown. There will be Important Documentaries.

There will be feature films that use COVID-19 as a device. Romantic comedies where the couple getting a divorce have to shelter together and rediscover why they loved each other in the first place. Brad Pitt or Meryl Streep or—I don’t know, maybe Kristen Stewart in unconvincing “scientist glasses”—may have already collected an Oscar for their brilliant portrayal of the heroic researcher who battled the odds and the damn bureaucrats and found the cure.

And that’s fine. All I know is that long before that, on April 10, 2020, just as people were adjusting to the quarantine and looking for something to stream, Full Moon Features released Corona Zombies.

That, my friends, is the very definition of an “exploitation film.” It takes whatever you’re thinking about right now, the thing that’s in the wind, and recontextualizes it as a piece of entertainment. Quick, silly, down-and-dirty. It gives you a thrill, a scare, and hopefully a few good laughs. Long before the corporate behemoths can get something approved, and written, and rewritten, and negotiated, and shot and edited and slotted into their schedules, we true independents have already gone ahead and made something, released it, and moved on to whatever the next thing is. I guarantee that by the time Ms. Streep accepts her award, I will have made a dozen more movies.

[An aside: The term “exploitation movies” makes it sound like someone is being exploited. In case you’re new to this stuff . . . no. What’s being exploited is an opportunity, a cultural or historical moment. No actors or actresses are harmed in the making of these motion pictures. In fact, if they’re on my sets, they’re generally having a blast.]

“Baht . . . baht . . .” he stammered in his thick Eastern European accent as he interviewed me for Germany’s edition of Rolling Stone. “Baht why does she take za shower in her clothes?”

A fair question. Showering while fully clothed would look weird in any movie. And Corona Zombies was a Full Moon feature, so there’s kind of an expectation of a little tasteful nudity.

“That’s a really good question, Horst,” I said. Though I have no memory as to whether his name was actually Horst. Just go with it.

I went on: “The truth is that we figured that Barbie’s character was so ditzy that she misinterpreted the rules about how you were supposed to deal with washing after you went out.”

“Ah, I see. Zat makes sense.”

But it didn’t, really. The explanation was a lie. Or at least it wasn’t the whole truth. I was doing like five Zoom interviews a day to promote Corona Zombies, and I didn’t have time to get into the full story of the Surprisingly Chaste Shower Scene.

That full story requires knowledge of the insane timeline of how Corona Zombies came to be. Madness. Utter madness.

Thursday, March 12, 2020

Billy Butler and I were having dinner at BOA on Sunset, right where West Hollywood becomes Beverly Hills. Billy’s a friend and one of my top collaborators: actor, writer, director. I first used him in 1987, on Ghoulies II. He came up with the story for the first Gingerdead Man (starring Gary Busey. Jesus, there are some stories there!).

The place was empty, because people were already freaking out about the coming pandemic. Bright side: great service!

We were desperately trying to figure out something we could do during the impending Shutdown of Life as We Know It. I’d been watching what was happening with COVID-19 in Italy. More than most Americans, because I grew up in Italy, on the sets of epics and spaghetti westerns made by guys like John Huston and my dad, Albert Band. I will supply a metric ton of crazy stories about that later, but for now all you need to know is that I’m deeply connected to Italy. They had just gotten absolutely gobsmacked by the coronavirus. And I knew it would be as bad or worse here, because if we’re ever called upon, we Americans can and will rise to the occasion and be stupider than absolutely anybody.

So I wanted to figure out a way to keep working. For more than forty-five years I’ve been making movies in Hollywood and Rome and Romania. That’s what animates me. I’m not going to let a little thing like a deadly plague stop me!

Or am I? Billy and I were at a loss, or at least I was. Billy pitched me an idea about repurposing my old movies: dubbing in new, funny dialogue, like in What’s Up, Tiger Lily? That sounded fun, but not nearly fresh enough for my fans. They’d already seen my movies.

Lockdown was looming, and we had nothing. We ordered another couple of vodka martinis.

That night, at like eleven o’clock, I suddenly had the idea. I jotted it down.

Friday, March 13, 2020

You know when you wake up and read the note you wrote right before you fell asleep and it’s either completely unintelligible or completely stupid?

This wasn’t one of those times. It was all there: Make a movie about some ditzy girl who doesn’t quite get what’s going on with the coronavirus. She’s learning about it on TV while sheltering in place at her apartment.

But . . . it turns out the coronavirus isn’t just a virus. It’s a contagion that turns people into flesh-eating zombies, which totally works because zombification in movies is always about a virus. I figured we’d intercut real news footage with fake stuff and segue between the girl, the TV, and a real, recut zombie movie with completely new dialogue dubbed in—the What’s Up, Tiger Lily? treatment.

I call Billy and tell him what we’re doing. He loves it. Then I call Roudebush.

First thing you need to know about Kent Roudebush is that his name is not Kent Roudebush. He’s a successful Hollywood writer, and like a lot of my people he’s a union guy and can’t use his real name. He wrote all of my Evil Bong movies (the first of which starred Tommy Chong). He gets horror comedy. And he’s fast.

Kent says, “Okay, when do you need it?”

“Forty-eight hours.”

Pause.

“You’re shittin’ me.”

“No.”

“Okay, Charlie . . .”

“Look, I swear to god, we are heading for a national lockdown. If we don’t shoot this thing next week, it’s all over. We’re done. It’s only a couple of—”

“I said okay, Charlie.”

Roudebush is the best.

Saturday & Sunday, March 14 & 15

My movies are usually short. I don’t want to bore you. Hell, I don’t want to bore me. So I won’t go into the gory details of the next couple of days, even though they’re important. It’s what my Jewish ancestors called “schlepping”—the necessary stuff that you have to slog through to get from one place to another.

Only in this case, I had to do it at warp speed. I had to turbo-schlep.

I call my people. I need a location or two, an AD, art director, cinematographer, sound, etc. Hours of phone calls. The only thing that makes it easier is that I know everybody’s about to be out of work. So . . . yay, virus?

[I’ll let you in on one of my best tricks for making good-looking movies on a tiny budget: spend what money you have on hiring great department heads. That’s it. The rest is easy. The kids who work in their departments will work for next to nothing, and they’ll be glad to do it because they’re learning from someone who really knows their stuff. The department heads get some cash, their kids get experience and make connections, and I get a movie that looks better than it has any right to look.]

Sunday afternoon, like clockwork, Roudebush’s script comes in. It’s good. The whole ridiculous venture is taking shape. Now all I have to do is select a couple of my old zombie movies to slice ’n’ dice.

There’s just one problem: I realize that I do not in fact make zombie movies.

Monday, March 16

Okay, I made one zombie movie. In my delirious feast-or-famine career, 2012 was definitely one of the famine years. But I managed to make a movie called Zombies vs. Strippers.

Wait—it’s not what you think! Unless you think it’s about a bunch of half-naked strippers fighting off a zombie horde in a frenzy of spurting blood. In which case it’s exactly what you think. It takes place in a rough neighborhood, at a down-and-out strip joint called the Tough Titty. (Come on, what else would it be called?)

But although it has a couple of scenes we might be able to repurpose, it’s really not the right vibe. I need something a little older, a classic. And because we’re replacing the dialogue, it doesn’t have to be in English.

I call Bill Lustig, who licenses old genre movies. A lot of Italian stuff, too, which is close to my heart. As I said, I grew up there. Also, I bought Dino De Laurentiis’s old movie studio there and ran it for several years. Also also, for a couple of decades I owned a castle there. An actual medieval castle. Don’t worry, I’ll get to that.

Anyway, Bill has exactly what I need: Hell of the Living Dead, a gloriously bad 1980 flick directed by Bruno Mattei. It’s got it all—scientists, native tribesmen, jungles, factories, and lots of shambling zombies busily disemboweling anyone they can catch up with, in the most repulsive and gory ways. It’s perfect.

We set our shoot day for Friday. Yes, a one-day shoot. But hey, it’s only like four or five scenes, probably less than ten minutes on the screen. Three locations, all in the same house. A couple of actors. No problem.

Thursday, March 19

Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti announces a shelter-in-place order, effective the next day at midnight.

Hours later, California governor Gavin Newsom announces an identical, statewide order, effective immediately.

Now we have a problem. I need to think. We are literally shooting in a few hours. After some careful strategizing, I come up with a clever plan that can be summed up in nine words:

Hell with it. We’re going to do it anyway.

Friday, March 20

The shoot goes amazingly smoothly, considering.

As Barbie, Cody Renee Cameron is a total pro, delivering the lines with hilarious airhead gusto. Lots of jokes about hand sanitizer and face touching and toilet paper and all the obsessions of that moment in history. 2020, kids. It was a weird time.

Barbie’s best friend Kendra, only heard on the phone, works as a perfect foil. Not surprising. She’s my actual best friend, my girlfriend, Robin Sydney.

Greg, our makeup guy, spends six hours getting our zombie ready for his one-and-only moment, that thrilling toilet paper/garage scene. One shot, but we need it. And Greg nails it.

By the time we get to the shower scene, I’ve already thought it through: We’ve got three weeks until we release this thing (god help us!). Which means we need to get all the publicity out there ASAP. Like, yesterday.

So I’m not just thinking about the movie. I’m thinking about the PR. We’ll need to use pretty much everything from today in the trailer. Including, especially, the helpless chick in the shower, a horror film staple ever since Norman Bates first yanked back that curtain and got all stabby on Janet Leigh.

But one thing I knew for sure was that although I’d be able to show a mutilated, bloody zombie on YouTube, no problem . . . a human breast would be an instant dealbreaker. American corporate media is weird that way.

And without a YouTube trailer, this project was going nowhere.

So that’s that. For the sake of the trailer, I tell Cody to shower with her top on. It works just fine.

We moved fast. By Monday we had a teaser. A real trailer soon followed, and it quickly picked up a quarter million views on YouTube. It got press, of course, even though a lot of it wasn’t positive. People get touchy about deadly worldwide pandemics! COVID-19 was just beginning to ravage the American population, and a lighthearted horror parody like mine . . . well, it’s not for everybody. One media outlet called it “the worst possible taste.” Which was unfair: I can do, and have done, much worse!

Anyway, we slammed our way through dubbing and scoring and editing and mixing, and on April 10, Corona Zombies dropped on FullMoonFeatures.com and all the Full Moon apps.

Ironic bonus for zombie fans: How long was the premiere from the moment I had the idea? My friends, it was . . . twenty-eight days later.

It got us a couple thousand new subscribers, thousands of downloads. By these strange modern standards, it was a hit.

The reviews were mixed. Film Threat called it “a hilarious satire,” and likened it to What’s Up, Tiger Lily? and MST3K. Horronews.net called it “awesome” and “the film we need right now.”

Meanwhile, others called it “pathetic,” “perfunctory and sad,” and “bottom of the barrel opportunism. Do everything possible to socially distance yourself from it.”

I used all of the above reviews and more in a new promotional poster.

The downloads kept coming.

Well, now I had invented a fun, quick-and-dirty type of movie that I could continue to make while everyone else was shut down—my editors and voice actors could do all their work while safely at home. We immediately started work on another dubbed-and-recut satire, Barbie and Kendra Save the Tiger King, a satire of Tiger King, which was a worldwide phenomenon at that moment.

I was psyched. This wasn’t the first time I’d helped create mini-industries within the movie business, and it wouldn’t be the first time I’d profited off it. But hopefully I’ve already experienced the last time that I completely lose my shirt. I really miss that castle!

In my forty-five years in the industry I’ve worked with an amazing menagerie of geniuses and clowns. I came up the ladder with guys like Stan Winston and John Carpenter. I helped discover up-and-comers like Viggo Mortensen, Demi Moore, Helen Hunt, and Bill Maher. I even had a brief fling with one of them, and because these are my confessions, I’ll tell you about it (here’s a hint: it wasn’t Maher). I’ve dined and partied with just about everybody, often in Hollywood, but always as an outsider.

I’m going to tell you all of that, but I’m going to tell it my way: quick and dirty, and loaded with blood and guts and jump scares and boobs and madness.

Our story starts in Europe. And like any grindhouse classic, it involves Nazis and gunplay and death and dismemberment. Oh, and the most famous blond bombshell in history. Let’s start with her.




1

The Italian Job

(1951–1970)

Studio City, CA, 1952

From my window, I saw her get out of the car. She was twenty-five years old, impossibly blond; the evening sun filtered through the loose folds of her simple but stylish dress. She was aware of my neighbors’ eyes on her, and couldn’t resist vamping it up a little, her shoulders back, her hips feinting left and right, a human calliope of Sex. Even though she was not yet rich—not by a long shot—The Asphalt Jungle had made her somewhat famous, and her name would’ve been on the lips of many an onlooker: “Marilyn. It’s Marilyn Monroe!”

And she was coming to see me.

I sat there, preoccupied, but I could hear her heels clacking up the stone path, the knock on the door, the approaching voices . . . and all at once she burst through my open door and she was with me. No longer performing, just arriving. Open, honest, moving more simply now, but no less a goddess. Distracted though I was, I looked up at her as she drew near. I could smell her—light perfume, soap, and something else. She put her hands on her knees and bent forward, her red lips parting, her fulsome cleavage now exposed, dangling, almost in my face.

“Hello, Charlie. I’m Norma Jeane. I’ve heard a lot about you,” she cooed.

At least that’s how I imagine it happening. One of the tragedies of my life is that I can’t remember it. Even though part of me believes that this is where it all started with me and women. That weird cocktail of worship and lust that made me want to capture them on film—moving, always moving—whether fleeing from a zombie horde or indulging in a sorority pillow-fight . . .

But I don’t remember. I’m just bullshitting here. It was 1952. I was a few months old, and Marilyn Monroe was my babysitter.

No, I don’t have any pictures, dammit. But Dad told me about it. He was friends with Marilyn. He was John Huston’s assistant director on The Asphalt Jungle, he was there at her audition, and they remained close for years. They even hung out in Rome together—Dad, my mom, Marilyn, and her husband Joe DiMaggio.

To understand all that, we have to flash back again. Back to those Nazis that I promised you.

My grandfather was getting a little tired of the White House.

I mean, he liked the place. He especially liked his new friend, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. But he was homesick.

Do I have your attention?

Max Band was a well-known artist, living in Paris with his wife and his young son, Albert Band, my future father. Along with his friend Marc Chagall, Max was one of the founders of the famed “School of Paris” artistic movement. He was famous enough that in 1940 he was given the opportunity to come to America and sculpt a bust of the president of the United States.

No, really. The sculpture still sits in the White House.

Anyway, sitting together like that, he and FDR really hit it off. Which turned out to be a good thing, because a few weeks after Max arrived in the U.S., he got an urgent call from a friend back home.

The Nazis had taken Paris. They’d raided and ransacked hundreds of homes, made arrests. Of course they’d hit the home and studio of the well-known Jewish artist Max Band. They trashed his place. My grandfather had nothing to go home to.

Fortunately, unlike so many sudden refugees, when Max got the call, he happened to be hangin’ with the president of the United States.

FDR intervened and saved my family—he greased the wheels and made them citizens, and he graciously offered to help resettle Max wherever he wanted within the States. Max didn’t know a ton about the U.S., but his sixteen-year-old son had been paying a lot of attention to a certain American export and knew exactly where he wanted to go.

Grandpa indulged him. They moved to Hollywood.

Toward the end of his life, my dad finally got around to writing his memoir. It’s pretty great. I’ll get it published someday.

It’s entitled “John Huston and My Breakfast Money,” and it’s an amazing tale of an amazing life. The opening sentence is, “We were there at the beginning, John Huston, the bimbo, and me.”

Don’t judge. It was a different time. They were trying to cast a bimbo, but they struck . . . gold. Marilyn.

Dad goes on: “In the history of film, only Huston was of any importance in 1949. He was the Academy Award–winning writer and director whose work would become legend. ‘The Huston Touch,’ they would call those special moments in such films as The Maltese Falcon. . . .”

My dad had talked his way into Huston’s orbit and made himself useful enough to become his AD. He ended up adapting Huston’s next film, The Red Badge of Courage, for the screen.

See, after getting resettled thanks to FDR, Dad’s adolescence had been sprinkled with glittering cameos—my grandpa’s studio became a gathering place for Orson Welles, Edward G. Robinson, Zero Mostel, and my dad’s personal hero, Charlie Chaplin.

In fact, when my dad was a teenager, he directed Chaplin’s son in a Molière play. Chaplin really enjoyed it, visited my dad backstage, gave him some notes . . . and in no time they became friends. Before he knew it, he was at Charlie Chaplin’s house, having dinner with his hero and Chaplin’s very pregnant wife, Oona. Postwar Hollywood was a strange, giddy place, and an enterprising, competent kid like my dad could really go places.

But that’s my dad’s story. My story began in 1951, a year after The Asphalt Jungle, and by the time I can remember anything, my family, along with a certain segment of the movie industry, had moved to Europe. We lived in Paris for a while, where I finished first grade. All I remember of France is hating my school and its stupid uniform—my brother Richard and I, miserable, stuffed into knee pants and a starched shirt and tie and even, so help me, a goddamned beret. And I remember my dad, one evening, making a speech to the family: Things weren’t going well. There was no work and no money. We had to leave.

We caught a night train to Rome. It was scary. I vividly remember my mother sewing our remaining money into my dad’s pants, just in case we got robbed. But we didn’t get robbed—instead there was just seven-year-old me and my little brother and my parents on a dark train at night, heading for a country I’d never been to, where they spoke a language I didn’t know. The hope was that Dad could drum up some film work in Italy, maybe produce or even direct a couple of movies, and then head home to our grandparents in L.A.

We stayed for twelve years.

I loved Rome. I love it still, but it’s different now. My brother and I had fantastic childhoods, really. We thrived there, attending the Overseas School of Rome.

Not that I liked school. I never liked to be told anything, never liked having to submit to anybody’s authority, which is why I’ve been my own boss basically my whole life. But the scene was cool: my friends were kids from all over the world, all kinds of races and nationalities. To this day I feel deeply uncomfortable when I’m in a group of people who are all the same, even when it’s all white people. Especially if it’s all white people. We’re uniquely fucked up.

When we weren’t in school, we roamed Rome, getting in and out of trouble. And every Friday night was movie night at the American embassy, where someone would bring first-run features, often prerelease. See, the foreign market was becoming huge for Hollywood, so new movies had to be sent around the world to be dubbed—meaning that we ended up with the 35mm prints for movie night.

Also there were the sets. I spent huge chunks of my childhood on movie sets with my dad, watching people create epics, historical dramas, and spaghetti westerns. Big, splashy films with giant casts (and usually a couple of imported American stars). I hung out, asked questions, learned from everyone—the cameramen, the sound guys, the ADs, and the actors and the extras. I loved movies, and being on set was magical. Still is. I still can’t believe I get to do this!

But what shaped me most about Rome was Rome itself. The Italian attitude. See, in Italy, anything is possible. “No” doesn’t mean “no.” “No” is an opening move in a negotiation that will eventually lead to “yes” if you’re smart enough and persistent enough and charismatic enough. And I had all of that. I was a happy, gregarious, handsome American in Europe (if I do say so myself!)—I could get away with absolutely anything, talk my way out of any trouble. By the time I was fifteen I was also having actual, real-life sex—my first serious girlfriend, Meda, and I, caught in the thrall of exploding hormones, would grab any and every opportunity to sneak off and hump like bunnies. It seemed like the fun would never stop.

Right up until the time Meda’s dad walked in on us.

He went straight to my dad and demanded I stay away from his daughter. Which didn’t work, of course. So then he left Rome and yanked his family back to Pittsburgh, taking the first love of my life away from me. Not cool, Mr. Robertson. Not cool.

But I got my revenge five years later, when I asked Meda to leave college and come out to Los Angeles and marry me. And she said yes.

But that comes later.

So maybe you’re wondering . . . what made a perfectly happy kid like me develop a lifelong obsession with horror and grotesquerie? I don’t know. Maybe it’s a natural tendency. Maybe it involved my deep fascination with and love of Marvel Comics, which were a constant presence throughout my childhood.

And maybe it had to do with a couple of near-death experiences in nightmarish third-world-style hospitals. That’ll do it.

I was nine years old, and the family had decamped to Yugoslavia. We were living in a hotel in Belgrade while my dad was producing The Avenger, an epic starring Steve Reeves and based on Virgil’s Aeneid. Someone—probably my dad—had cut a deal with the Yugoslavian dictator Tito. And get this: Tito didn’t just allow us to shoot in his country, no, he provided literally thousands of extras by ordering his troops to be in the film. Some directors can seem like tyrants, but our de facto AD was the genuine article!

Oh, there was another notable player in The Avenger. As Aeneas’s curly-haired young son, the cinematic debut of Charlie Band!

To be honest, I didn’t really enjoy acting. It seemed to me that all the action was happening on the other side of the camera. But I liked Steve, and I can attest that, as a former Mr. America, he was the most qualified guy on earth to play an ancient Greek demigod. He was a kind, gigantically muscled action figure of a man—the early model for all our modern steroidal, ripped movie heroes.

Anyway, one day I woke up with a really bad stomachache and couldn’t join my dad on the set, which was a bummer. I lived for those sets, so you know I was hurting. It got steadily worse, agonizing really, and my mother called a doctor.

He looked me over. Prodded around. His brow wrinkled and he became worried in a super obvious way, which is never comforting. He said he had to press my abdomen to see if it was appendicitis. Okay . . .

He pressed.

In a flash that was literally blinding I felt the worst pain of my entire life. And passed out. I was rushed to the hospital, where they had to operate. My appendix had exploded. It didn’t look good for me, that was the word they gave my mom.

Someone was dispatched to the set to let my father know that his oldest son’s appendix had burst, and that they were cutting me open, and that I probably wasn’t going to make it. Dad had to travel two hours back to Belgrade, and it was two of the worst hours of his life, willing the car to move faster, hoping to get a last look at his son before he died. Years later, Dad still couldn’t tell the story without getting all teary-eyed.

SPOILER ALERT:

I lived.

But it wasn’t easy. This was my first of several stays at third-world hospitals, and it was painful and gruesome. I was there for weeks on end, stuck on a dark, dank ward with maybe a dozen other patients, all of them in some kind of agony, struggling, bleeding, dying. Limbs were amputated, lives were lost. It sucked.

It wasn’t the gore. For some reason, I’ve always been okay with blood and guts. But the feel of the place, the endless, dreary misery as I lay there, in pain, unable to eat, pricked with needles and fed through tubes, unable to escape, feeling my body wither away to nothing . . .

Yeah, maybe that’s what drew me to horror.

I also learned from those weeks in Yugoslavia that I could live through absolutely anything. Through every giant success and horrific bust, through every lousy break that life has thrown at me, I’ve always reminded myself: Yeah, it’s bad. But it’s not as bad as Yugoslavia.

My dad was my rock during all that. My mom was a sweet but somewhat distant woman, like a lot of parents at that time. Dad was a Jewish mother and a Jewish father all rolled into one. When he left the hospital at night, he’d leave a handkerchief, smelling of his signature Jean Naté cologne, to get me through the night, so that I could smell something other than suffering and disinfectant and death. A reminder that outside the four hellish walls where I was penned up in misery, there was a larger, better world. A world with family and friends and sunlight.

I recovered. I began to eat. I was released from hell and headed out into the daylight, vowing I would never go back to such a place.

And then it happened again.

I don’t want to dwell on this, but when I was fourteen I suddenly felt that same pain in my abdomen again, was rushed to a hospital in Rome, and had to undergo emergency surgery again. It turned out that my operation had created intestinal adhesions. In fact, they told me, this awfulness might recur periodically for the rest of my life.

Again I was holed up in a hospital that was not up to American standards. Again I was stuck with needles and fed through tubes while I wasted away to what looked like a human skeleton. After a few weeks I was cleared to eat again, and I remember my mom feeding me a tiny spoonful of broth . . . and for the first time in what seemed like forever, flavor exploded in my mouth. It was the most amazing thing I ever tasted. It’s easy to take life’s gifts, like the taste of food, for granted. Because of those terrible times, I try not to.

A year or two later it happened again. I was getting used to it, but that didn’t make it suck any less. Once again, I became a human pincushion, lost almost half my body weight, suffered horribly. I remember exactly when this happened, though. It was July 1967, the Summer of Love. I remember because Dad showed up with a portable record player and a brand-new album he knew I wanted: Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

My dad. So much cooler than other dads. I listened to it endlessly as I made it my job to Not Die. And by this point, I knew I would fight my way out. Look, I was a hyperactive, endlessly industrious kid. I had friends and plans and schemes, and by the third time this nonsense happened, I also had Meda in my life. I could’ve been seeing movies (by that point I was into some of the great Italian directors, like Fellini and Antonioni), and romancing Meda and making my little art films. I was always running some scheme or another, but I kept hitting this damned medical roadblock. I learned a lot from those months, but NOT patience. Every time I was released, it was like being shot out of a cannon, and I emerged eager to hit the ground running, faster and harder than I had before.

Which is probably why I started the illegal underground nightclub in the subterranean ruins of ancient Rome.

Okay, you’re a fifteen-, sixteen-year-old foreign kid in Rome, and you’re too young to hit the really cool clubs. But you need a joint—a cool place to gather all your friends together, students from your school and other schools, a place to party and dance and laugh and be free. Where do you find that?

Well, there was “Teen Club,” but that was in a church basement. No. I had to make it myself.

Understand, I wasn’t constructing some kind of Roman orgy or drug den. Italy in the sixties, for all its worldliness, was an oddly innocent place. Sure, there was an endless supply of food and drink and music and the ever-present hint of sex . . . Sure. But in a way that was almost cute.

Me, I gathered some friends and hatched a plan. I’d create a social club, let a hundred or so of my closest pals buy memberships to get in on the ground floor, as it were, and use that money to help pay for it all. What could possibly go wrong?

Meda and I walked around our target neighborhood, the area around the Fountain of Trevi. It’s a beautiful, old, old neighborhood, full of narrow cobblestone streets and ancient buildings. Absolutely lovely and very expensive, but there were ramshackle old places on the back streets that you could rent for a song. Almost immediately we found a small cantina, sunk below street level. It was cramped and dank and unlovable, but I didn’t care. I wanted what was underneath.

See, Rome is built on . . . Rome. Like, layers and layers of previous Romes. It’s Rome all the way down. So underneath the cantina we rented was a cavernous, scary room from truly ancient times. The guy who rented it to me had let me know that although it was bricked up, we were free to open it up if we wanted. And we did. It was ideal.

Okay, if you want to quibble, I’ll admit the place didn’t have a lot of . . . hmm, what’s the word I’m looking for? Oh yeah: air. But that was just a detail. We could blast our music and party all night long!

We found some lights, ran some extension cords. Meda was a terrific artist, and she painted the walls with murals that would glow under black light (remember, it was the sixties!). We brought in a record player. I sent word around that on an upcoming Friday night, in a subterranean Roman ruin, the Ultimate ChaBa Club would open. (“ChaBa”? That’s for Charles Band, naturally). I printed up lifetime membership cards and sold them to kids from my school and other nearby American schools. Ten thousand lire apiece, which was about eight bucks. And I sold over a hundred of ’em!

Opening night was fantastic. My parents came, all dressed up for the occasion, because as I said, they were much, much cooler than normal parents. They knew it wasn’t legal, but they also knew they couldn’t stop me, so they went with it. Despite the lack of air, the night was a huge success, and I was a fifteen-year-old nightclub impresario!

Until the joint got shut down in a police raid a week later.

We’d had some, um, operational challenges along the way. For instance, as a club manager, I should have known not to put my stoner friend Stefano in charge of the bar. He brought in lots of beer for us to sell, yes, but then got so high that he started giving it all away, handing a bottle to anyone who asked with a bleary-eyed, benevolent smile. Lesson learned. But it wasn’t giving free alcohol to teenagers that sank us.

The problem was those goddamn scooters. Motorini, we called them. Vespas and such, with foul-smelling little two-stroke engines. We kids used ’em to get everywhere, because for some reason the legal age to drive a scooter in Rome was fourteen. And no, we didn’t wear helmets, because sixties. Naturally, all the Ultimate ChaBa Club patrons showed up on their scooters, parked them on the sidewalks, and came down to the ruins to party.

And when we closed the club for the night, probably around 1:00 A.M., everybody got on their scooters and went home. Except that we’re talking about these incredibly loud little two-stroke engines, all gunning it at once, on the tiny, echoey stone streets of a family neighborhood. The neighbors were not pleased.

So a week after opening came the inevitable police raid.

It was a bust, but it was a bust done Italian style. Casual. I’d already told my guys at the door that if something like this happened, they should bring the police to me. I may have been a delinquent and technically a criminal, but I wasn’t dishonest! Plus, I was no coward.

In perfect Italian, I explained to the cops that I was a student and told them my name. To prove this was all on the up-and-up, I even showed them the Ultimate ChaBa membership card, so help me, I did. The cop in charge examined it. He was my height, with a rubbery, expressive Roman face, casually projecting authority. I think he was partially stunned by the fact that this weird American kid was actually trying to talk his way out of this.

He returned my card. “Very industrious. But look, we are going to have to shut you down. You can’t do this.”

“Really?” I asked, radiating surprised innocence. “Why?”

“Well, first of all, you’re fifteen years old.”

“That’s a problem?”

“Yes. And secondly . . . there’s no air down here. You could all die.”

I gasped in concern. Complimented his keen powers of perception. Sent everyone home. In no time, I had talked my way out of any serious trouble—out of any trouble at all, in fact. But the Ultimate ChaBa Club was dead.

I said goodnight to the cops and thanked them for protecting us ignorant Americans and the city at large. I vowed to never do it again.

About a month later, I did it again.

See, everyone had been on me about it. They wanted the club back, plus there was the little matter of those lifetime memberships. I didn’t want to give all that money back! There was only one solution: we needed another space. It took some time, but I assured everyone that the new club was in the works.

This time we chose a more discreet location. My friend Tamara told me about a street near the Pantheon. We walked the neighborhood and found the perfect place—another cantina! Bigger, cooler, and removed from the street. You had to walk through a door, across a courtyard, and through another door. Plus it had all the modern amenities, and by that I mean “air.” We grabbed it, and I gave the place a typically understated nightclub name: GODSIN.

This time my friends had to park far away, in the piazza. They had to knock on the door. But my adolescent brain somehow missed the fact that if you pack 150 American teens into the basement of a residential building, it might get loud.

The police weren’t as friendly this time.

I didn’t run and hide, though. They struggled to ask in English, “Is-a this place you have . . . You have-a the permits?”

I answered that I didn’t have-a the permits. But I answered in fluent Italian. That makes a huge difference. Now they could talk to me. And in Rome, if you can talk, you can negotiate.

I got off again. But my nightclub career was over.

A fun side note: Forty years later, after decades of movies and madness, I was in Rome with my girlfriend, Robin, when my old friend Tamara got in touch with me. She was living in Rome again!

“Charlie, you won’t believe this,” she said, “but you guys have to come visit us in our new apartment.”

We went to the address. The neighborhood, not far from the Pantheon, was now super-expensive. The street Tamara lived on was now famous, lined with beloved antique shops.

We knocked on the door and Tamara came and greeted us. I couldn’t contain myself as she walked us across the courtyard.

“Tamara—this is the neighborhood! This is the place where—”

“No,” she said. “This isn’t the neighborhood.”

“It’s not?”

“No,” she said, with an uncontainable smile as she led us. “This is the exact building. You see this door?”

I did. It was the door to GODSIN. Swear to god. She now lives upstairs from our old club.

I was suddenly gobsmacked by memory. I looked at the ol’ door. “And if some enterprising young kids with ambition and gumption open a nightclub down here?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’m totally calling the cops.”

And then, around the time I graduated high school, it was time, at long last, to go home. The sixties had ended and my childhood had, too. The film industry was changing. Plus, my grandparents were getting old, and Dad wanted to get back to them.

I’d been back to America a couple of times. I was excited to see what life would be like in Hollywood. I wasn’t sentimental. I knew I’d come back to Italy (though I didn’t know that I still had a studio to run and a castle to buy there!). I headed home with a sense of optimism and adventure and endless possibilities.

Within a couple of months I weighed eighty-five pounds and was wasting away, half-dead, in a roach-infested Mexican hospital.




Featurette

Head of the Family and THAT TONGUE

Dark, hopeless medical wards from which there is no escape. Weird surgeries. Mayhem and despair. If you’re a fan of my stuff, you’ve probably seen one of my favorite versions of all this, Head of the Family.

It’s pure southern Gothic. A young diner owner stumbles upon the Stackpool family, a terrifying quartet of inbred siblings: a hulking enforcer, an oversexed bombshell, a geek with super-sharp senses, and a disgusting giant-brained head on a tiny shrunken micro-body. Essentially, the Head (Myron) wants to be a real boy with a full-sized body, and he’s willing to experiment upon an unlimited supply of kidnapped drifters until he figures it out. Meanwhile, he’s suddenly being blackmailed by this young businessman and his girlfriend . . .

So . . . as the movie approaches its horrifying conclusion, the blackmailer’s girlfriend, Loretta, captured, makes a desperate play: she strips off her dress and tells Myron that she loves him, like, she’s totally horny for the Head. A pretty transparent ruse when you’re hopelessly cornered by a grotesque madman, maybe, but you gotta admire the girl’s spirit! Also, a giant malformed head like Myron hasn’t had a lot of girls come on to him, so . . . he goes for it. Wants to show her what he can offer.

That’s when he extends his tongue. And does unspeakable things with it.

Okay, I’ll speak of it. SPOILER ALERT: His unbelievably gross, bumpy, slimy tongue extends from his mouth . . . farther and farther . . . 
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