
  

  Chapter One


  AN EDITOR NAMED ELLERY SEDGWICK ONCE SAID, “AUTOBIOGRAPHIES ought to begin with Chapter Two.” I smiled when I came across that, because I get it. We’ve all read memoirs in which the author goes into such exhaustive detail about their childhood that we’re already tired of them by the time they reach puberty.


  Every life, like every good story, has a backdrop that gives it depth and context and texture, but I promise to do my best to accomplish that without assuming you’re curious about what I wore on my first day of kindergarten.


  My parents, Steven and Zoe Chakiris, were extraordinary people. Somehow they managed to build a strong, loving, committed marriage and family from the world’s most unromantic courtship—or, to put it more accurately, no courtship at all.
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  My beautiful father (center) at age fourteen


  My paternal grandparents immigrated to America from a Greek village in Asia Minor with their children when my uncle Andy was fourteen and my father was twelve.


  Eight years later my grandfather, finding himself with two sons of marrying age, did what any responsible, self-respecting Greek patriarch would do: He traveled back to that Greek village in Asia Minor, retrieved two attractive, appropriate young women, and presented them to Dad and Uncle Andy with an unceremonious, “This one’s for you, and this one’s for you.”


  Incredibly, that worked. For both couples. For a lifetime. No protests, no hesitation, no questions asked. The only comment I remember my mother ever making about it was, “I’m glad I got the good-looking one.”


  She also got the sweetest, most devoted, most responsible man I’ve ever known. My father was an irresistible combination of dreamer and realist, a hard-working man with a beautiful singing voice and the soul of an artist. His sister, my aunt Sophia, wrote a book about our family in which she said that Dad grew up wanting to be an actor, which always fascinated me—what on earth would have inspired a young boy in a small Greek village in Asia Minor to even think of such a thing? Then again, he obviously had an adventurous streak. He used to get on a train from time to time when he and his family were living in Florida, not to run away from home but just to explore, and I have a picture of him and a couple of his friends when he was fifteen and dressed like a cowboy. He had a great sense of humor, an infectious laugh, and the world’s worst poker face. My brother Harry and I played a lot of pinochle with him, and we never had to wonder how he felt about the hand he’d been dealt.


  My mother was one of those rare people who was born with a natural moral and ethical compass, and who could have fit in perfectly at a truck stop diner or Buckingham Palace. No matter where we went, everyone lit up when they saw her, as if she was the one person they were hoping to run into, because she was just so wonderful to be around. She was also a brilliant seamstress and had the patience of a saint with me and my siblings, which can’t always have been easy—Mom was forty-five when she gave birth to my youngest sister Athena, who’s still my closest friend and confidant, and my teenage sisters made sure she knew how mortified they were to have a pregnant mom.


  These two world-class parents worked hard to support their family, and they raised seven children who never doubted for a moment that we were loved, we were safe, and we were cared for. We were very blessed.


  For the first three years of my life, we lived upstairs from my grandfather’s confectionery and beer garden in Norwood, Ohio. I remember a patio with cherry trees and wrought iron tables and chairs . . . icy, snowy, bitterly cold winters . . . the Ohio River overflowing its banks . . . and literally being a kid in a candy store, stealing as much as I wanted whenever I wanted and never being scolded for it.


  My parents worked at the confectionery and returned their weekly paycheck to my grandfather, who then gave my parents enough money to maybe see a movie. This “old world” arrangement probably sounded reasonable when they all agreed to it, and my father, of course, had to respect his father. But my mother always knew it was wrong.


  Finally, when I was three, Dad decided that everyone would be happier and healthier if he packed up his wife and children and moved us to the warm sun and independence of the South. We spent some time living in Arizona, and in Florida. Then, when I was six, we settled in Arizona again—Mom, Dad, five kids, and all our belongings crowded into the family car, en route to a modest house outside of Tucson. Mom and Dad found work at a laundry, Mom as a seamstress and Dad driving a laundry truck, and I started school.


  Isn’t it interesting how we tend to look back on most of our childhood years through kind of a filmy haze, but a few random details are preserved in our minds with such crystal clarity that it’s almost as if they just happened?
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  Eight months old in 1932
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  Three years old in 1935


  I remember sharing sleeping space with my older sister Catherine.


  I remember long walks in the cold Arizona winters to retrieve kerosene for the heater in our house.


  I remember how much Catherine and I loved to dance, almost from the moment we were born, and how we’d dance in our living room at night and watch our reflection in the windows.


  I remember selling newspapers with my brother Harry on a street corner in downtown Tucson. He’s eighteen months older than I am, and he’s such a good big brother that on the rare occasions when we got into a tussle, he’d always let me win.
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  Me with my brother Harry, 1939


  I remember a Sunday when I was nine years old. December 7, 1941—“a date that will live in infamy.” The Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor, and the grownups were very upset about it. I didn’t understand exactly what was going on, I just knew that something terrible and scary had happened to our country. We loved our country. We were proud of our country. We were Americans, and we felt good about being Americans in the world. But we had an enemy. Not a Republican or a Democrat, not across the aisle, but far away, across oceans, something called the Axis Powers, a team of Germany, Italy, and Japan who wanted to dominate us. We knew we would be all right, though, because we had a great man to lead us through the war, a man named President Roosevelt, fearless and respected and much loved. I remember my mom crying the day we lost him.


  But mostly, I remember the movies.


  From the time I was a little boy, movies enthralled me. They weren’t an escape. I had a nice life. I wasn’t looking for an escape. Instead, movies were a destination, a beautiful Technicolor fantasy world I could live in for a couple of hours, a world full of gorgeous people and places and stories and, always, music. I wasn’t interested in movies with soldiers and guns and blood and violence, just beauty and grace and happy endings and music that would stay with me long after I left the theater.


  [image: Back row: me; my sisters Catherine, Virginia, and Viola; and my brother Harry Front row: our mother, my brother Steve, and our father, 1939]


  Back row: me; my sisters Catherine, Virginia, and Viola; and my brother Harry Front row: our mother, my brother Steve, and our father, 1939


  I went to the movies every single Saturday. And I admit it, there were many days when I turned away from my walk to school and headed downtown instead to immerse myself in a dark theater that was always so much more mesmerizing than a classroom. I was good at remembering songs from the musicals, and I’d sing them to myself on the way home, convinced that my soprano voice sounded every bit as good as Helen Forrest, a singer I loved listening to on the radio. My family and friends were great, but nothing could compare to being by myself, reliving every glorious stolen moment in some magical location where I could spend time with beautiful people like Betty Grable and Tyrone Power and Carmen Miranda. In fact, it was on that historic Sunday, Pearl Harbor Day, that I was walking up the street in a hurry to get to the theater when a couple of kids pulled up in a big truck full of “EXTRA” newspapers and asked if I wanted to make some money helping them sell them. Not a chance. I was on my way to see a Carmen Miranda musical.


  I started dreaming about living in that movie world. Being rich and famous wasn’t even a tiny fraction of the equation. The dream was about being part of that transformative magic that, no matter what else was going on in my life, always managed to fully engross me. It was about doing for other people what movies did for me, entertaining them, sending them away with a brand new song to sing to themselves and the feeling that they’d been transported to a whole different place for a little while that they could look back on and revisit whenever they wanted.


  I just had no idea how to get to that world from our modest little house in Arizona.


  When I was about ten years old, I was introduced to a man named Eduardo Caso. He was a former British radio performer who’d come from England to a Tucson sanatorium to recover from tuberculosis. He was so grateful for the restorative sunshine and the people that he decided to stay and “give back” to the city through his gifts as a teacher and singer. He ended up “giving back” by founding and being the choirmaster of the Tucson Arizona Boys Chorus. Shy as I was, I still had my Helen Forrest soprano voice, so I tried out and was lucky enough to be accepted. Suddenly, there I was onstage with two dozen other “ambassadors in Levis,” as the chorus came to be known, singing for this amazing, supportive, talented man I couldn’t have admired more.


  We started to become a bit famous in Arizona and the Southwest, which led to one of the most unforgettable experiences of my childhood—the Tucson Arizona Boys Chorus was invited to sing for the Easter sunrise service at the Grand Canyon at 5:00 a.m., before the world was awake. I don’t have words for how humbling and uplifting it was for this introverted little boy to be part of something so breathtaking, so almost magical. . . .


  And then when I was twelve, just as my budding singing career was about to blossom, my dad announced that we were moving to Long Beach, in Southern California, where he’d always wanted us to live. The last thing I wanted to do was leave the Boys Chorus. The end of a dream. O, the tragedy.


  But Mr. Caso, my hero, saved the day and encouraged me to audition for a very famous Long Beach choir called the St. Luke’s Choristers. He felt very confident that I’d be accepted, and he promised I would love it. So once the family was settled into our new home, I headed straight to St. Luke’s Episcopal Church and auditioned for the Choristers’ founder and choirmaster, a well-known music conductor named William Ripley Dorr. Mr. Caso was right. I was accepted, and I loved it.


  We rehearsed every Thursday evening and sang at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church every Sunday. The other boys were great. In fact, when I mentioned that our neighbors were letting me use their piano, one of them even taught me to play the first movement of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. I was so excited, and it felt like such an accomplishment.


  But don’t get me wrong. I’d heard when I joined the Choristers that they’d also performed in many movies! I admit it, from the very beginning, I was a little jealous and a little restless, wondering if and when that might happen again.


  I didn’t have to wonder for long.


  Shortly after I joined the choir, the St. Luke’s Choristers were hired to sing for, and appear in, a concert sequence in a movie called Song of Love, about musicians Clara and Robert Schumann, starring Katharine Hepburn, Paul Henreid, and Robert Walker.
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  St. Luke’s Choristers, Long Beach, 1947. I’m in the second row, first on the left.


  I couldn’t believe it. The Katharine Hepburn, Paul Henreid, and Robert Walker?! Whom I’d seen and admired in about a thousand movies?! And if that weren’t enough to take my breath away, we’d be reporting for work at—unbelievably—MGM Studios! My personal Promised Land, the birthplace of my childhood dreams! My feet didn’t touch the ground for weeks.


  MGM did not disappoint.


  Just being waved through the guarded gates at the entrance with the rest of the choristers made me feel privileged, like an insider.


  Then there was the lot itself, a massive collage of worlds with surprises around every corner—a Western town here, a real live pirate ship on a lake there, New York brownstones, and a cozy suburban neighborhood overlooking a horse pasture. . . .


  The streets were filled with crews bustling around in all directions, transporting giant lighting and sound equipment and racks of every imaginable wardrobe item. On one of our first days at the studio we were headed for our soundstage when, in the midst of all that busy-ness, Frank Sinatra strolled by on his way to work as if he were a normal person.


  It was thrilling and surreal.


  As underage kids, we choristers were required to attend three hours of school on the lot every day for the two weeks we were there. We were supposed to care about math and geography. Why? Here? When God knows who might be passing by right outside the door at any given moment? Seriously?


  The only memorable thing about the MGM school was this impossibly gorgeous girl I saw there a few times. None of us could take our eyes off of her. From what I was told, she was fifteen years old, and she’d just finished making a movie called Cynthia, in which she’d received her first screen kiss.
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  My St. Luke’s Choristers Certificate


  I stood next to her when we were all invited to watch an up-and-coming tenor named Mario Lanza record a song for his latest film, but I couldn’t work up the courage to say hello to her. And then there was the Halloween party at the MGM schoolhouse for all the kids on the lot. One of my fellow choristers actually had the nerve to ask her to dance, and she politely said yes. I stood on the sidelines, admiring her and envying him.


  My one chance to ask Elizabeth Taylor to dance, and I was too shy to even imagine it.


  We filmed our scenes for Song of Love on a cavernous soundstage. Every time someone walked through that stage door, I thought I was going to be discovered. I was twelve, and you hear stories, right?


  It didn’t happen. I left the studio undiscovered. But what did happen, thanks to those amazing two weeks, was confirmation that being part of that magical world was exactly what I wanted and exactly where I wanted to be. It wasn’t an idle, far-away dream anymore; it was a wide-awake certainty. I still just had no idea how to go about it.


  Like my older siblings, after graduating from Jefferson Junior High, I went to Woodrow Wilson High School in Long Beach. I was more resolute than ever about skipping school and going to see a movie, any movie, but most definitely any movie starring Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Those two stars dancing together were perfect, like one, like silk, weightless, defying gravity, art in motion. When I found out their movie The Barclays of Broadway was coming, I looked forward to it like people look forward to the Super Bowl. I had to see it, and I had to see the first showing on the first night or die trying. It turned out to be a good thing I did—I got sick on the bus on the way home from the theater with what turned out to be the mumps. If I hadn’t seen it exactly when I did, I would have missed it completely, and it would have felt like a devastating loss.


  I can’t begin to count the number of times I took the bus to downtown Long Beach to see the latest movie musical; but my favorite thing to do when the movies were over was to walk home alone on the beach and relive them, absorb them, almost wrap myself up in them and be part of them for as long as I could before ordinary life intruded again.


  So looking back, I guess it was almost inevitable that one of the first schoolmates I noticed at Woodrow Wilson High was a girl named Joan Scanlon. She was exotic, and romantic, and most of all, she happened to be a really gifted dancer. She and her dance partner performed at various high school functions and assemblies, which made her kind of a celebrity
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  After school, Long Beach, 1948
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  In Long Beach with my eight-month-old sister Athena, 1947
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  Fifteen years old in Long Beach, 1947
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  Portrait at fifteen years old, 1947
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  With my beautiful mother


  in my eyes; it turned out she’d actually studied dance at the highly respected Audrey Share School in Long Beach.
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  Scholastic Art Award Certificate of Merit, 1949


  To my amazement, she’d noticed me too. And when her dance partner left to join the Coast Guard, Joan completely shocked me by asking me to take his place. I couldn’t believe it, but I wasn’t about to say no, if only to spend time with her. Audrey Share helped create some routines, Joan and I worked hard and practiced tirelessly, and finally we made our debut together at a high school assembly. I was terrified, but in spite of that, it went perfectly. It was a huge surprise to discover that, while I’d always hated being the center of attention (and still do), I loved dancing for an audience. I loved the feeling that, for a few short minutes, I might have been part of a little magic myself. It gave me the most extraordinary sense of accomplishment, of being completely happy, of just being complete.


  I was joyfully hooked.


  When I graduated from Woodrow Wilson High, I followed Joan to Long Beach City College and worked on weekends in the meat market of a grocery store to help support myself. Joan and I took an acting class and spent a lot of time together in general, and she started talking pretty dreamily about a place called the American School of Dance in Hollywood. Apparently Leslie Caron studied there. Cyd Charisse studied there. That was all I needed to hear.


  I hopped on the train from Long Beach to Hollywood one morning to watch a class. No celebrities were in the class that day, but it didn’t matter. Here were all these people, learning and doing what I’d been wanting to learn and do for as long as I could remember. I wanted in. No matter what it took, I wanted to study at the American School of Dance. With my family cheering me on, I packed a bag, said goodbye to Long Beach, and headed for Hollywood.


  I also essentially said goodbye to a future with Joan. Over the course of our few years together, even though nothing had ever happened between us, I’d started having romantic feelings for her. In fact, I thought I wanted to marry her. Unfortunately there was a guy named Dino who seemed to like both Joan and me and started hanging out with us. I thought he was odd and kind of kept my distance from him. But Joan liked him, and I began to notice that when the three of us were together, I always felt like an outsider. So I left it at a friendship with Joan and let it go at that. I have no idea whatever happened to Dino, but Joan will always have a special place in my heart. To this day I model my handwriting after hers and think of her every time I sign my name.


  I was nineteen years old when I started studying at the American School of Dance at 7021 Hollywood Boulevard. It was my first formal training in anything related to the performing arts.


  I rented a room in a boardinghouse a few blocks from the school, and to support myself I found a job as an office boy in the advertising department of the May Company in downtown Los Angeles. I took the now-defunct train to the May Company and back, worked from 8:00 a.m. until 5:00 p.m. five days a week, and then took two dance classes every night and one on Saturdays.


  I was so happy. I woke up every morning looking forward to the day and night ahead, and I quickly became friends with a lot of my classmates. Several of them were working as chorus dancers in the movie Singin’ in the Rain, and it was worth the sleep deprivation to go out for a bite to eat after our second class to hear their fabulous stories about Debbie Reynolds, Gene Kelly, Donald O’Connor, Cyd Charisse, and a gifted young newcomer named Rita Moreno. I soaked up those stories and hoped I’d have some of my own to tell someday. Those were wonderful times. I still cherish them.


  Mack Sennett lived at the top of 7021 Hollywood Boulevard. After reading his subscription copies of the Hollywood Reporter and Variety, he would leave them at the school’s reception desk for everyone else to enjoy. It never occurred to me to even glance at them. If only I had, and then saved them. Hollywood history at my fingertips, and I paid no attention because, I’m embarrassed to admit, I had no idea who Mack Sennett was. Believe me, I’ve since found out. Actor. Director. Producer. Founder of his own movie studio. Known in the film industry as the King of Comedy. And I’d never heard of him. I definitely needed to start paying more attention.
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  In class at the American School of Dance, about 1951


  It was an unbelievable shot in the arm when, after about six months of studying at the American School of Dance, I was given a scholarship. I no longer had to pay for classes! And all I had to do in exchange was clean the studios at the end of the day—the walls of mirrors, the floors and the reception area, the dressing rooms—and lock up. My pleasure!


  Once those nightly duties were taken care of and I’d double-checked the school doors to make sure they were locked safe and sound, I’d walk up Hollywood Boulevard to my room at the boardinghouse, which took me right past Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. It was quiet in those days at that hour, not a tourist in sight, and I’d always stop, an audience of one looking at the movie stars’ footprints in the theater’s legendary forecourt. I had all those iconic footprints to myself, night after night for as long as I wanted, my own sweet, peaceful time to hope and dream. I never dared to include the dream that someday my footprints might be there too.
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  Head shot, 1950


  Even when you’re only nineteen years old, a schedule of almost fifty hours commuting and working downtown, eleven dance classes per week, and a custodial job at the school can wear you out. I was beginning to wonder how long I could keep this up when the school’s founder Eugene Loring, a very important choreographer in the ballet and movie worlds, approached several of us one night after class.


  It seems Mr. Loring, who ran the American School of Dance, was choreographing a film for producer/director Stanley Kramer, and he needed sixty union male dancers for a dream sequence in the movie. There weren’t that many male dancers in the Screen Extras Guild at the time, so a few of us non-union dancers got to audition. And I got the job. I was about to dance in my first film. A Stanley Kramer film. Stanley Kramer, who would go on to produce such classics as Inherit the Wind, Judgment at Nuremberg, and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner.


  This particular movie, though, was called The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T, and on paper, my role didn’t exactly have the words “fast track to stardom” written all over it. My fifty-nine fellow chorus dancers and I appeared in a scene in which the young lead, Tommy Rettig, had a nightmare that involved all kinds of musical instruments.


  I was a trombone. But wait, there’s more—to make us instruments look really nightmarish and otherworldly, we were spray-painted green every morning before we got into our costumes. I managed to embarrass myself by breaking a real trombone during one of the takes, but other than that, the shoot went smoothly.


  I wasn’t all that surprised this time that no one burst through the stage door and discovered me while we were filming. But in a way, playing a dancing green trombone in The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T was my first big break.


  Thanks to my paycheck for that job, I didn’t have to work downtown at the May Company anymore to pay my bills.


  I was able to move out of my room in the boardinghouse and into a studio apartment on Pinehurst Road in the lower Hollywood Hills.


  I got to focus 100 percent of my energy on the career I’d dreamed of since I was a little boy in Tucson, skipping school to board a bus and go to the movies.


  And I could afford to join the union, which allowed me to start going out on real auditions, which ultimately led me so much farther than all those childhood dreams had ever taken me.



  

  Chapter Two


  THE CHARACTER OF MAGGIE IN TENNESSEE WILLIAMS’S CAT ON A HOT Tin Roof has a line that goes, “You can be young without money, but you can’t be old without it.” The older I get and the more I look back, the more I appreciate how true that is.


  The apartment I moved into when I left my room at the boardinghouse was small and very modest. It was on the second floor of a four-unit building, with a street address that added up to seven, my favorite number. The kitchenette had a hot plate and an ice box, and an iceman brought a fresh block of ice every two weeks. That was all I needed. I could easily walk to Hollywood Boulevard in one direction and the Hollywood Bowl in the other; but I felt like I was living in a hideaway, a private little knotty pine cabin in the woods, away from everyone and everything. I filled the air around me with Judy Garland’s Miss Show Business album, and Respighi’s The Pines of Rome and The Fountains of Rome. I had everything I could have asked for and more, and I still ache just a little when I hear that music and get transported back to those sweet, simple nights.


  Many of my classmates at the American School of Dance were as broke as I was. Three of us—Lisa Lang, Michael Stevens, and I—would pool our money to buy a loaf of bread, a can of tuna, and a small jar of mayonnaise and call it dinner. I remember making and loving ketchup sandwiches.


  It was all good. Life was full of hope and possibilities and friends who cheered each other on. We were happy, living day to day, moment to moment, audition to audition, and happiness is its own kind of nourishment.


  There was no such thing as an audition or a job that didn’t matter. I never once included the word only when I referred to myself as a chorus dancer. I was proud and grateful to be one, and as I learned from my brief stint as a dancing green trombone, you never knew who might be watching and what other projects and connections any job might lead to.


  You also never knew when you might find yourself working next to a star you’d admired for as long as you could remember.


  I was hired for the chorus of The Farmer Takes a Wife. I was in such awe that on one of my shooting days I had to excuse myself to go to the men’s room to throw up. No, it wasn’t the brilliance of the material that overwhelmed me. It was finding myself on the same soundstage as 20th Century Fox’s biggest star and moneymaker, Betty Grable.
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  My personally signed photo of Rosalind Russell from The Girl Rush, 1953
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  Partnering Rosalind Russell in The Girl Rush, 1954


  Betty Grable wasn’t a superstar for no reason. She sang. She was a smart, talented actress with a delightful sense of humor. And she was a wonderful dancer. She’d started her film career when she was twelve years old, so she “got” performing. She understood it. She also had amazing intuitive instincts, which led to impeccable judgment as an actress, singer, and dancer. There was disarming subtlety in her work—she never hit her audience over the head with anything; and I was pleasantly surprised to discover that beyond being a beautiful performer, she was great fun to be around. Everyone who worked with her loved Betty Grable.


  Her choreographer on The Farmer Takes a Wife was also one of the best, a man named Jack Cole. He was a legend at creating signature musical numbers for female stars, like Rita Hayworth’s iconic scenes in Gilda, and it was a joy to watch the process of him doing exactly the same thing for Betty Grable. Unfortunately, studios who put stars under contract didn’t always provide them with their best vehicles, so it was no surprise to anyone, including Betty, that The Farmer Takes a Wife didn’t make it onto her Greatest Hits list. But Jack Cole also choreographed for her a year or two later in a film that was worthy of her, Meet Me After the Show. She was spectacular in that movie, which had a really good script and sensational musical numbers. (In fact, if you look closely, you’ll see a young Gwen Verdon dancing right next to her.)


  I remember thinking as I left the soundstage on my last day of The Farmer Takes a Wife that whatever my next chorus job was, it was bound to be a big disappointment after working with the Betty Grable, the highest paid woman in the country at the time.


  I was wrong.


  Betty Grable was in the middle of a contract dispute with 20th Century Fox at the time, during which they replaced her on her next scheduled film with another exquisite, incredibly charismatic actress.


  The movie was Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, which Fox had purchased as a vehicle for Betty Grable. Her replacement was a knockout in her late twenties named Marilyn Monroe. I was hired to be a chorus dancer in a number called “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.”


  Marilyn had a quality that can’t be taught, or created with wardrobe and makeup, a quality you’re either born with or you’re not—when she was on camera, no matter who else was on camera with her, you couldn’t not look at her.


  She didn’t engage in small talk, not because she was unfriendly but because she was just very focused on her work. Between takes while she filmed her scenes with us chorus dancers, she didn’t disappear into her dressing room or demand attention from hair and makeup. She simply went back to her starting position and waited for her cue.
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  Marilyn Monroe in the “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend” number from Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, 1953. I am directly to the right.


  I happened to witness a moment during a break while filming “Diamonds” that made a lasting impression on me. Jack Cole was Marilyn’s choreographer, of course, and he was standing close to her, directly in front of her, presumably giving her notes about the number, although I couldn’t hear what he was saying. She was nodding a little, seeming to be listening intently and very politely. Unbeknownst to Jack, Marilyn’s acting coach and constant companion Natasha Lytess was standing right behind him, silently shaking her head “no!”, as in, I thought, “Pay no attention to him, we’ll discuss this later.” Marilyn could obviously see her peripherally, but she never broke eye contact with Jack or showed any sign at all that she was seemingly being hit with two completely conflicting messages at the same time. During the brief exchange she managed to be respectful to both relationships, and it was almost mesmerizing to see how gracefully and sweetly she pulled it off.


  One day after rehearsals there was a party on the soundstage for the cast and crew. When Marilyn made her typical quiet entrance, my friend and fellow dancer Drusilla Davis turned to me and said, “Why don’t I ask her to give you a kiss on the cheek?”


  I was horrified. “No!” I loudly whispered to her. “Absolutely not! Don’t you dare!”


  Drusilla, always entertained by my shyness, did it anyway. Marilyn looked over at me, then turned back to Drusilla and said, “But I don’t know him.”


  That still touches me to this day. Somewhere in there was a woman who was as shy as I was, at least back then in the early 1950s, maybe before she became overwhelmed by all the expectations involved in being Marilyn Monroe.


  I got to work with her again, first as an extra in How to Marry a Millionaire, and then more memorably on a movie called There’s No Business Like Show Business. Marilyn was surrounded by an incredible cast in There’s No Business Like Show Business that included Ethel Merman, Donald O’Connor, Dan Dailey, Mitzi Gaynor, and Johnnie Ray; and the film was being choreographed by one of the best, most delightful choreographers of his era, Robert Alton.


  There was a number in the film called “Lazy,” with Marilyn, Donald, and Mitzi. Donald and Mitzi were right on time the morning they were to start shooting it and waited impatiently for Marilyn, who finally showed up at 3:00 p.m. Easy for me to say, since I wasn’t in the scene, but I remember thinking, “Hey, at least she’s worth waiting for.”


  Even though Robert Alton was choreographing There’s No Business Like Show Business, Marilyn insisted that no one but Jack Cole choreograph the “Heat Wave” number in the film. Marilyn understandably trusted him and was comfortable with him. But still, it was awkward, especially for Bob Alton, to bring in a separate choreographer for just that one number, and Bob was under no obligation to agree to it.


  Rather than simply refuse, or argue with her, he chose to inspire her to change her mind instead.
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  Working as an extra behind Marilyn Monroe in How to Marry a Millionaire, 1953


  First, he took the time to set up a screening of “I’m Going to File My Claim,” a song Marilyn does in the film River of No Return, choreographed by Jack Cole. Another male dancer, Pepe De Chazza, and I were allowed to go to the screening. The song itself is filled with double entendres, which Pepe and I both found really funny but Bob found vulgar. It probably was. Marilyn performed it on a platform for an audience of guys. In one segment the camera is behind the men’s heads and slightly below her waist level, and one of her asides to the guys is, “Mmmmm. Lookin’ for nuggets?” It was funny, and it was Jack. It was also “mission accomplished”—Bob now had an idea of Jack’s style as interpreted by Marilyn so that he could tailor his choreography to what she seemed to appreciate.


  He then spent four weeks putting the “Heat Wave” number together his way, with his assistant choreographer Joan Bayley standing in for Marilyn and four of us male dancers behind her. When he finally felt


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Working in the chorus of Brigadoon at MGM, 1952. I am at far left.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: My personally autor0aphed photo of Rosemary Clooney in White Christmas, 1954]


  

  [image: With Rosemary Clooney in White Christmas, 1954]


  

  

  

  [image: Hillbilly number with Rosalind Russell from The Girl Rush, 1954. I am at far right.]


  

  

  [image: Champagne number with Gloria De Haven in The Girl Rush, 1954. I am at far left.]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Warming up at home, 1955]


  

  [image: Paramount studio photo, 1955]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: With Betty Lynn]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: In the TV special A Salute to Cole Porter, 1954]


  

  

  

  

  [image: With Sally Forrest in A Salute to Cole Porter, 1954]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: In “Tropicana Holiday Revue” starring Jayne Mansfield at the Tropicana Hotel Las Vegas, 1958]
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