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TO JENNIFER—

Your love has made my life a beautiful miracle!

TO SOPHIA, SISTINE, AND SCARLET—

Thank you for being born. You are the brightest stars in my universe!

TO THE WORLD—

Bless all of you real-life Rockys wherever you may be!
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STEP ZERO

SPAIN






THE FORTUNE TELLER

On a dirt road leading to the sea, deep in the Pyrenees Mountains, I saw a sign. It was for a fortune teller. A hundred pesetas and I could have my future foretold.

It was 1969. A few months earlier, I’d dropped out of the University of Miami a few credits short of graduating, and now, like so many from my generation, I was backpacking through Europe trying to “find myself.” If there was one person in all of Spain who could use some guidance about what the future held, it was me.

The fortune teller’s name was Madame Pilar. She lived in a run-down old house a little further down the road. She had long black hair with ringlets that slipped out from the bottom of a headscarf. She looked like a classic gypsy. I sat down across from her. She put an egg in a handkerchief and cracked it. Then she took my hand and began reading my palm.

She spoke a bit of English and I followed along as well as I could. She said I had a double lifeline. I was going to live two different kinds of lives. She pointed to a spot and said the change would happen when I was around twenty-five years old. I had just turned twenty-three. She showed me that I had three marriage lines, which I thought was weird. Then she started making predictions.

She was so confident. The things I could understand through her accent I wrote down in my notebook the moment I left her house so I wouldn’t forget them:

“The spirit of an actor watches over me from the land of the dead. Black hair. Sensitivity. He is protection for me.”

“An older woman in the circles of attention will throw me into the beginnings of a theatrical life.”

“Fortune by 1976.”

“Drama, not singing. Avoid comedy.”

“I have the mind of a 40-year-old, but when I reach 40 years old I will have the mind of a 22-year-old.”

“I will incur nervous palpitations of the heart and apprehension in my judgment.”

“I must always have confidence in my judgment and deeds.”

Madame Pilar seemed to know things about me that felt true, or soon would be. It’s hard not to give that kind of prophecy extra weight when you find yourself at a fork in the road like I had. I was at the age where you couldn’t be called a kid anymore, but you couldn’t really call yourself a man either, because you hadn’t suffered enough. Most journeys of self-discovery come to this point. You want to “explore” your limitations and “expand” your mind while pretending you won’t have to confront the fact that life is struggle and the world is sometimes very brutal.

I was guilty of this. I wasn’t searching for anything. I was playing hooky from reality. I had to decide whether I was going to continue pretending or take the first step toward confronting reality.

I aspired to be an actor. I’d spent two unfruitful years in the drama department at Miami missing out on lead roles and using that rejection to fuel my creativity and put on half-baked productions in a poorly lit church basement with my buddy John. They were fun, but they went nowhere, just like I was going nowhere now. Something had to change.

I found my way out of the Pyrenees the following day and ended up at a beach along the Costa Brava right around dusk. It was deserted except for a fisherman down on the shoreline. He was scraping mussels off a group of exposed rocks. I only had a few pesetas left and I used them to buy a half dozen of the old man’s mollusks. I took my meager meal up to the top of a hill above the beach. I found a comfortable spot, leaned back against my backpack, and pulled off my boots. As I pried each mussel open with a sliver of driftwood, I couldn’t stop thinking about how I was wasting my most valuable asset: time. That most powerful, unforgiving controller of life.

Sitting high above the Mediterranean Sea with the sun gone behind the Pyrenees, it was clear that I had to put this experience behind me and start building a life around my dreams. I had to go back to America. To that ultimate maker or breaker of the human heart, the one and only, New York City.

I looked out at the black sea as night fell and I thought, Now’s the time to grow up.

Time to step into the inferno, youngblood.

[image: A painting depicting a narrow road leading into a dark forest. The road is illuminated by two bright beams of light. A figure, dressed in a long coat and hat, walks along the road, carrying a briefcase with the light casting a shadow behind them. On the left side, there is a tree with textured bark and leaves, while the background features tall, shadowy trees. Sylvester Stallone's signature is in the bottom right corner.]





STEP ONE

NEW YORK
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BACK IN THE KITCHEN

Walking out of the Port Authority Bus Terminal after ten hours on a plane and two hours on a bus, I was hit by a blast of heat and a wave of noise that I wasn’t prepared for. The incredible sound of human voices, the screech of suitcases being dragged across linoleum and concrete, the din of unrelenting traffic and car horns blasting from every direction over the music blaring from their radios—it all came together through my senses like sunlight through a magnifying glass, and it ignited the New York summer air into a wave of hellfire and human activity.

Welcome home, Sly.

It was near sunset, I had no place to sleep, and I knew not one person in this giant city of millions. Really. I had no idea where to go. I stepped out onto the street and found myself walking among strangers. I looked at the street signs to get my bearings: Forty-Second Street and Eighth Avenue. Familiar. Our first apartment when I was a baby was on Forty-Sixth Street and Ninth Avenue, in the heart of Hell’s Kitchen. Not far at all. I decided to take a walk, to where it all started.

I was born on July 6, 1946, to the surprise of my mother. She never wanted to have kids, and she lived in full denial of her pregnancy until she went into labor while riding the bus one Saturday afternoon. A kind rider on the bus got her off the thing and guided her to the nearest hospital, which happened to be a charity ward that served poor working-class folks.

[image: Sylvester Stallone sits on a pile of rubble in front of a dilapidated brick building with broken windows and fire escapes. He is wearing a beret, a jacket, and dark pants with patches. His hands are clasped together in front of his face, and he has a ring on his finger. The background shows a second building with similar architectural features, and the ground is uneven with debris and overgrown grass.]
Labor was difficult.

There were complications.

I wouldn’t come out down the birth canal, so a member of the medical staff used forceps to pull me out. There are certain risks to that. Bad placement on the baby’s head can cause lifelong injuries, such as skull fractures, brain trauma, facial eye trauma, and my type—paralysis and permanent disfigurement. They accidentally crushed a nerve that partially paralyzed the left side of my face, and that changed my life forever. I was left with this crooked mouth and a permanent slur. So be it.

Our apartment was a tiny place, called a “cold water flat.” As the name suggests, it had no hot water, which made washing dishes almost impossible. Getting into the bathtub, especially in the winter, was brutal, so it was not done too often. My mother would boil water on the gas stove to mix with the freezing bath water and give me a quick sponge bath. When it wasn’t being used for its intended purpose, which was most of the time, we laid a piece of plywood on top of the small tub, and it served as our kitchen table—nice.

Rent was about fifteen dollars a month. No central heating. The stove was a single jet with a small grate over it. Now for the entertainment. My father would plug holes in the baseboard with steel wool to block the rats from getting in. He thought they wouldn’t eat through the steel wool because it would get caught in their teeth. But just in case, he bent a large tomato can lid and put it over the hole as well.

[image: A young Sylvester Stallone sits in a bathtub. He has short dark hair and is wearing a swimsuit. The hands of a person, who is off-camera, are reaching toward him to give him a bath.]
Needless to say, we didn’t have much growing up. My first crib was a dresser drawer with a pillow. Eventually, I graduated to some kind of contraption with a locking lid on it, which sounds cruel but was really for the best because I was born volcanically hyperactive. The last thing you want is your toddler crawling out the window onto the fire escape, which I did more than once. One time, I asked my father for a cat. He said if I wanted a pet I could play with the pink baby mice that snuck through the steel wool and got stuck on the flypaper under the sink.

My old man was a barber who wanted to be a singer but had crippling stage fright, so he went to hairdressing school instead because there was more money in women’s hair. He met my mother there. She always wanted to be a star of some kind—actress, dancer, it didn’t matter. She was obsessed with fame. She ended up a cigarette girl at Billy Rose’s Diamond Horseshoe nightclub in the basement of the Paramount Hotel on West Forty-Sixth Street. Many years later, she would brag to new friends that she was the “Featured Star” of the club. She really believed it. Fact is, she was a dreamer. Maybe that’s where I caught the disease?

[image: A photograph of a family sitting outside a brick building. A woman with wavy hair is seated on the left, holding a young child who has his left hand by his face. The child is wearing a plaid shirt and overalls. To the right, a boy in a t-shirt is sticking out his tongue. A man in a light-colored shirt is sitting next to the boy, with his arm around him. The background shows a window and part of the building's structure.]
Anyway, they got married,

but,

there was a small complication.

My mother forgot to divorce her first husband, Tommy. He was a stout truck driver from Keansburg, New Jersey. She also had a four-year-old son who she denied giving birth to her entire life. This bigamy did not sit well with my father. When he found out, he broke a lot of furniture and punched a lot of walls, according to members of our extended family. It was a violent beginning to a ferocious marriage. They were both volatile. Skirmishes between them were commonplace. Shouting matches were pretty much nonstop. Like a lot of men who were born into the Depression and served during World War II, my father was quick to explode. That didn’t scare my mother, who was outlandish and very peculiar. She would antagonize, instigate, and was no slouch when it came to getting physical.

The cold water flat became its own little unheated battlefield.

I was not an easy child; my mother and father were not easy parents. At some point pretty early on, I think all this parenting stuff got in the way as they tried to find their “place” in the rugged city, so they shipped me across the river to Jackson Heights in Queens to live in a boardinghouse run by a nice old Swedish woman named Mama Hanson. The boardinghouse had six bedrooms that were always occupied by traveling salesmen, airline stewardesses, and a collection of drifters, roamers, and ramblers passing through the city. I was the only kid there, but I didn’t mind it. At five o’clock, dinner was served and I would sit with the nice strangers, listening to them talk about “life,” or their lack of it. When I wasn’t with Mama Hanson, her teenaged daughters took turns making sure I didn’t wander off.

Our tiny apartment was basically a hand grenade with the pin half pulled, so it’s easy for me to understand why my parents wanted me out, for their benefit and for mine. In total, I spent three years in the boardinghouse. They visited about once a month. They’d bring a small toy or a candy bar. They’d stay maybe an hour, which didn’t seem to bother me, or so they told me once I was older.

The way I look at my time there,

everything kind of worked out for the best.

Now here I was, standing on Forty-Sixth Street and Ninth Avenue, looking up at all the fire escapes surrounding me. Neighborhood dwellers lived their lives out on those fire escapes. They hung out their laundry. They cooked, ate, and slept out there many of those brutally sweltering July and August nights. There was no respite from the heat in our neighborhood unless you pulled up a chair and placed your heat-flushed face in the icebox for a few minutes.

In the late forties and early fifties, Hell’s Kitchen was a rough, often murderous neighborhood full of very tough people and gangs. At an early age you learned to mind your own business, and to never walk down the sidewalk, but rather in the street, to avoid being pulled into an alleyway and robbed.

This stroll down memory lane was not going to lead me to a place of shelter, however. With darkness and jet lag setting in, I headed back to Port Authority. Inside there was an abundance of air-conditioning and, more importantly, there were benches. I found one that was unoccupied and staked a claim.

I had no idea how this “acting” thing was supposed to go, or how I was going to keep it together on my own in this massive city. This was definitely starting at the ground floor, I thought. Was I intimidated by that? By this situation I found myself in?

Absolutely.

Loneliness is the most lethal,

often terminal experience,

a person has to learn to endure.

It didn’t matter. I was all in, no going back. With luck, only forward. I told myself, “You’ll be okay,” like a mantra that I willed myself to believe. Either that or the jet lag finally won out, because eventually I was able to close my eyes and get a few hours of light sleep with my arm wrapped around my backpack and my few worldly possessions tucked safely inside.
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HOME UNSWEET HOME

Please avoid sleeping in bus terminals. It’s impossible.

Port Authority might be the largest bus terminal in America. For certain, it’s the most chaotic. People and buses arrive and depart throughout the night, making constant noise. Muggers and pickpockets lurk in the shadows. The cops make the rounds every few hours, banging their billy clubs along the tops of benches. “Move on, pal.” A couple of times, I was in a dead sleep when one of them whacked me across the soles of my boots, which sent a galvanic shock through my body. The type you can feel up to your ass.

From dawn onward, herds of humanity barreled through the huge terminal in every direction. It was overwhelming. It wasn’t so much the noise they made, though it was incredibly loud, it was the fact that they all had someplace to go. They knew where they were headed. I did not. I hardly knew where I was.

That first morning in the city, I saw a headline on a newsstand. It read: “Tired Rock Fans Begin Exodus.” They were leaving a place called Woodstock. Some kind of music festival, I guessed. The date was August 18, 1969.

When I tell you I had no idea what was going on in America, I mean I was at a total loss. I’d spent three of the last five years in Europe. Two at the American College of Switzerland about ninety minutes outside Geneva. It sounds posh, but it was actually an old sanatorium that had just recently been converted into what we would call a junior college in the U.S. At one time, people went there to try to beat death from tuberculosis; now they went there to get a degree when they couldn’t get one anywhere else … but I’ll come back to this later.

I had $80 to my name. I decided to look for a place to live downtown, in the Bowery. That was the seediest part of town. If there was a flophouse I could afford, it would be there, I thought. I spent that entire first day going from flophouse to flophouse but found nothing I could deal with. Most places were full or rat-infested. Everyone I saw living in these places seemed to have completely given up on life, waiting around for Father Time to make them disappear. I had enough of my own demons to fight off from moment to moment; I didn’t need that image in my head every night when I went to bed. I would rather sleep next to garbage cans in the moldy alley behind the notorious Terminal Bar across the street from Port Authority than be around that—which I did, for two nights.

In the end, I’m glad nothing worked out downtown. I needed to be around the action, where the theaters and the television studios were. They were more centrally located in Manhattan, in the Forties and Fifties, flanking Broadway on both sides. The amount of time I would’ve wasted everyday commuting uptown didn’t make sense.

Miraculously, the next day I found a place on the East Side, on Fifty-Sixth Street between First and Second Avenues; fittingly, right on the outer edge of where the action was. It was called the Sutton Hotel. A large, derelict old building full of depraved and lost souls who urinated in the elevator, defecated in the hallways, did drugs and had sex in the stairwells. You entered the building through a smeared glass revolving door into a lobby with a cement floor and a beat-up carpet runner that led to the front desk, which was little more than a counter with a cage around it where a sunken-eyed manager sat and watched the comings and goings of its broken residents.

The manager was a big guy. He always had a cigar in his mouth and a gun under the counter. He was the gatekeeper of this little slice of Hell. He was the guy you paid the rent to—$21.80 a week. If you got mail or messages, they went through him. If you wanted to make a phone call, you gave him twenty-five cents, very simple.

My room was on the third floor, which was perfect. I wouldn’t have to use the elevator very often and I could minimize the time I spent in those grimy public spaces by leaving the building via the fire escape right out my window. There were still derelicts doing drugs out there, too, but there were fewer of them, and I had the high ground, so it was manageable.

My room itself was tight, 7½ feet wide and 8½ feet long. Narrow enough that when I sat on the bed, I could close the door and almost open the window at the same time. By square footage, it was smaller than the minimum size for jail cells recommended by the Bureau of Prisons today. The worst part, though, was having to share the bathroom down the hall with ten other transients.

It was rough. But to me, it was nirvana. I finally had my own nook. A home base.

The first thing I did was unpack, which took about ten seconds. Then I washed my clothes. I only bring this up because I had a certain method for hygiene. I would take a shower with my clothes on, and if I was lucky enough to find a bar of soap that didn’t have strange hair stuck to it, I used that to lather up my shirt, pants, underwear, socks … and myself.

You might be asking, Why doesn’t he go to a laundromat, or take a regular shower and scrub the clothes while they’re not on his body? Wouldn’t that be easier? Not really. I was already in the shower washing myself, why not keep the clothes on? It’s the cheapest, fastest way to get the job done, and it’s so damn easy compared to trudging down to a laundromat and having to hang out there for an hour so nobody steals your clothes out of the dryer.

It had been a long, brutally hot week out there. I opened my window to get a little breeze going and stretched out on the thin, sagging mattress. It was the first chance I had to really take in my surroundings. No air-conditioning, of course. The ancient iron radiator was hanging on to the wall for dear life. Half the wallpaper had peeled off over time, and probably forty years of paint buildup along the door jambs and the ceiling had dried and cracked and curled. Then, on a little table in the corner, I spotted a tattered, dog-eared copy of the Yellow Pages.

It was an odd sight. There were no phones in these rooms. Even if there were, who were any of the people I was living around going to call? Still, it was a fantastic discovery. I’d watched enough movies as a kid and learned enough about show business while at Miami to know that one of the first things I needed to do if I wanted to work in this town was to get an agent. The Yellow Pages was a collection of names and addresses of the exact people I needed to meet. It was a direction to … somewhere.

I grabbed the thick book and started rifling through it. When I got to the T’s and flipped to the page that started with Talent, the entire New York show business world opened in front of me. There must have been a hundred names in the talent agents and managers section. I pulled out my notebook and wrote down the first five names listed. That would be my goal. Every day, I would visit three or four agents or managers. With more than a hundred names to go through, that would keep me occupied for at least the next three or four weeks.

I would start first thing tomorrow, when my clothes were dry.
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MALE PATTERN BADNESS

I was looking at a closed door.

I was turned down by the first two agents I visited. I never even got past their secretaries. These hard-nosed pros made it clear that I needed to have at least a picture and a résumé to get my toe in the door. I had neither.

What’s a résumé? I thought. I had no idea. Even if I did, what was I going to put on it: “Zero experience” or “Nothing worthwhile”? I guess I could have included the one little role I got in Kafka’s The Trial at the Ring Theater when I was at the University of Miami. Or I could’ve put down my very first role at the American College in Switzerland. I played Biff in Death of a Salesman. A pretty big role, and a serious play. But we only performed in front of maybe a hundred people, and half of them didn’t speak English. Neither of those experiences felt like they “counted.”

Luckily, right around the corner there was a pharmacy with one of those small photo booths where, for fifty cents, I could get my picture taken and the machine would spit out a wonderful strip of photos. Four of them, in four different poses. In the first one, I looked straight ahead. Then left, then right. For the final shot, I leaned forward and gave an intimidating stare. Getting close to the lens distorted my already large nose so I resembled an Italian anteater.

A moment later, the strip flopped out and I thought I was in business. In reality, the whole strip was unnerving and, I would find out soon enough, worthless. I was very self-conscious about my crooked mouth. Every time I smiled it looked like I was snarling, so I refused to smile any time I took photos.

[image: A portrait of Sylvester Stallone with long, dark hair, wearing a dark coat and a patterned scarf around his neck.]
The best of the four shots on the photo strip.
Not pretty.

At my third agency visit of the day, things went exactly as they did at the other two agencies.

“Do you have photos and a résumé?” this secretary asked.

“Résumé is being typed up,” I said, “but here’s some new photographs.” I held up the hideous strip like it was a gift she’d always prayed for. “If there’s any one you like, you can cut it out,” I told her.

“Only professional shots, please,” she said, sliding them back. I was out on the street moments later. God, how naive can you get?

The last name on my list for the day was an odd one, which I won’t divulge in case he still has living relatives. His office was on the West Side, a walk-up in a building with a set of tilted steps with nails pushing up through the ragged carpet runner that stopped abruptly at the second floor. From there, it was bare wooden stairs with deep grooves worn into them from years of aspiring actors walking up and down, chasing their dreams.

“Come in,” I heard a thick German accent say through the door when I knocked. I entered a dark office. No secretary.

The agent was very odd-looking. He had no hair, tiny spectacles on the end of his nose. His desk was cluttered with a mountain of dog-eared scripts.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Mike Stallone.”

Mike Stallone? Who is Mike Stallone?

I was born Tyrone Gardenzio Stallone. My mother named me after her favorite actor, Tyrone Power. When my father found out, he blew his stack. He said absolutely not and changed my name on the birth certificate to Sylvester. Sylvester is the Americanized version of my paternal grandfather’s name, Silvestro, which is traditionally how the first-born son is named in an Italian family.

I appreciated not having a rhyming name like “Tyrone Stallone,” but when you combined my droopy eyes, crooked mouth, and slur with the fact that I now had the name of a famous cartoon character, Sylvester the Cat, it made my school years rough. I had countless run-ins with other kids. And since I went to a number of different schools, I was always the “new kid.” At a new school, I’d be introduced to the class by the teacher, who would say something to the effect of “Today we have a new student in our class; his name is Sylvester,” and then it would start. “Sylvester the Cat!” they’d say, overemphasizing Sylvester’s trademark lisp. Then someone else would chime in with the catchphrase from Sylvester’s childlike sidekick Tweety Bird, “I tawt I taw a puddy tat!” Once the class finally heard my slurred speech, then it never stopped. “Sylvester the Puddy Tat!” “How’s Tweety?” “Did you eat him?!” Usually, I answered those questions with my hands, and it would turn into a shoving altercation, then detention. Then suspension and, eventually, after enough run-ins, getting kicked out.

After running through a few schools, I decided the easier thing to do was avoid this source of conflict and switch to a normal, benign American name: Mike. Ever since then, I’d been Mike to everyone besides my family.

“I might be able to help you, Mike,” the agent said.

“Okay,” I said, somewhat caught off guard. I was prepared to offer him a made-up story about a résumé and his choice of miniature headshots.

“There might be an audition at ten o’clock tonight in Brooklyn. I’d be happy to meet you on the subway platform there and show you where to go,” he said.

“What’s the part? What kind of audition is it? Why Brooklyn?” I asked.

I asked so many questions, partly out of excitement, but mainly out of suspicion. Even as a new resident of the city, I understood that there were parts of Brooklyn that were pretty rough if you didn’t know your way around.

“I’m not sure what the part is,” the agent said. “I can take you to the director’s apartment where the auditions are happening if you would like?”

I had a choice to make. I wanted a job. But when I say this guy looked like a chubby vampire in search of his next meal, I’m being kind. The idea of him taking me to a random director’s apartment deep in Brooklyn on my first official day as an actor didn’t seem like the best career decision. Still, he was the first agent who had given me any attention since I got to town. It felt like my first real opportunity. Trusting him was worth the risk.

Around ten o’clock that evening, I got off the train in Brooklyn at the station the agent had written out for me. I had no idea where the hell I was. I’d heard about Brooklyn, but I’d never been to this place. Might as well have been a foreign country. As the doors closed and the train pulled away, the agent appeared in front of me like the villain in a horror film and off we went to this mystery director’s apartment.

The streets were empty. The conversation was equally sparse. We walked a few blocks and then stopped in front of an old brick walk-up. Finally, the agent spoke up.

“Well, this is it,” he said.

“Okay … doesn’t look like much,” I said, eyeballing the dark building.

“Here’s my number, I’ll call you tomorrow, or you can call me.”

“You’re not comin’?”

“No, he’s a very good director and likes to analyze people’s potential on his own—you’ll be fine,” he replied, and then pointed up. “Apartment 3D.”

“3D?”

“Good luck. He’s really talented” was the final bit of information the agent offered before he walked away.

The staircase could not have been less inviting.

It was painted flat blue.

Three single overhead lights traveled down the third-floor hallway.

I knocked on the door of 3D. I didn’t hear any footsteps approaching, but the door quickly opened and there was a man who I’ll call Ed.

“Well, you found it? Good.”

Ed was barely 5’7”, on the thin side. Curly fro-type hair. Thin beard. Energetic. He wore a short red silk robe with birds on it. He stared at me. I tried to look around quickly to get a sense of my surroundings. The place was small. The furniture was small, too. Dark and shiny like black lacquer. Other than that, the place was empty. No one else was here. Strange for an audition, I thought.

“How’s New York treating you so far?” he asked.

“Fine …”

“Would you like a drink? Cold sake? So good.”

“Maybe later.”

“So you want to be an actor,” he said as he fixed himself a drink.

“I do …”

He never took his eyes off me. “Not easy.” He smiled.

“I’m getting that.”

“Have a seat, I always have my eye out for new talent.”

I sat down. Ed made his way to the couch across from me. He had a full drink and walked carefully. The silence between us was uncomfortable.

“So what makes you so special?” Ed said and laughed a little.

“I don’t really know.”

“But you must think you’re special; you need all the confidence you can get to make it in this business.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty confident.”

“What have you done thus far?” he said and turned on a record player. Jazz came out.

“I did a play in Switzerland.”

“That’s a first. ‘Switzerland’ sounds exotic.”

“No, just a little thing,” I answered and looked to the door.

“Nervous?”

“I’m okay,” I said, wondering in the back of my mind when other actors might be arriving to audition.

“Try the wine,” he said and poured the stuff into a small glass.

“Are you working on anything?” I asked him.

“Of course!” he said, raising his glass. “Cheers.”

I almost took a taste. My mouth was bone-dry. I thought better of it.

“I’m always working,” he said, taking a drink. “So, what can you do? Do you have anything you can recite?” he asked.

“I remember things from the play Death of a Salesman. I played the son, Biff,” I told him.

“Love that character! Let’s hear something,” he said. “Try it standing up, walk back and forth.”

I remember standing and sort of pacing. I felt like I was being “played.” I could feel my face heating up, my temper rising. I wanted to keep it under control, because when I lose it, it can get bad. That much I knew about myself.

“It went something like this. Biff, my character, said, ‘Now hear this, Willy. This is me! You know why I had no address for three months? I stole a suit in Kansas City and I was jailed! I stole—’”

“Good enough, good enough—let’s toast to that!”

This was a joke; I was the fool. Then I heard something. A noise. It came from a room down the hall. The bedroom. I thought we were alone. I headed in that direction.

“Where are you going?!” the little director yelled. “Come back here!”

“Shut up!”

My heart was pounding.

I heard it again. Jangling clothes hangers.

Something moved in the closet.

I reached in,

I felt bare skin,

My hand grabbed

a neck.

I pulled hard.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” Ed screamed, red Jockey underwear poking out from under the robe as he flailed his arms, loosening the robe sash around his waist.

“Let me go! Let me go!” screamed a half-naked man, blinking hard as his eyes adjusted to the light.

“Whatcha doin’ in there?!” I said.

“None of your fuckin’ business! Call the police!” he yelled to his hysterical director friend.

“Get out! We’ll call the police!”

I glared at these two sick losers, then left.

I stepped outside—heart pumping away. This was my introduction to a business, to a world, I thought I would love. I’d had my first professional “meeting” since I arrived alone in the Big Bad Apple. I lit a cigarette, my hands shook.

Heading to the subway stop, I started to change my attitude. As I climbed the dirty stairs of the elevated train stop, I told myself this could’ve been a lot worse. I sensed the drink the director gave me was laced with something. It could’ve been very bad.

I paid the fare as the train screeched to a halt at the platform. Entering the metal beast, I took a seat. As it started to pull away and eat its way back to Manhattan, I thought, I’m proud of you, Sly, you’re growin’ up, you didn’t do something stupid that could’ve changed the course of your whole life—they have no life, your life is waiting up ahead, begging to be discovered.





4

LIONS IN CAGES

It was a little past three o’clock in the afternoon, after another unsuccessful day of knocking on doors, when I found myself walking home through Central Park doing a bit of quick mental math. I had sixty bucks left to my name. Spending all day going around to these agents’ offices would take at least a couple more weeks. That’s $43.60 in rent. Twenty cents to ride the subway. A dollar a day for food, maybe two dollars. The math was clear: I needed a job. Any job. Period.

Wracking my brain for ideas where to look for jobs, I saw a sign for the Central Park Zoo. Zoos employ people, I thought. I’ll give it a shot. I followed the signs to the zoo entrance, found the employment office, and asked the lady behind the desk if they had any open positions. Half an hour later, I had a job. Cleaning the lion cages. None of that low-brow stuff for me.

“When do I start?” I asked.

“Right away,” the lady said.

Fifteen minutes later, I was in a lion cage with a hose, a scoop, and a shovel. If you’ve never been in a lion’s cage after it’s evacuated, let me tell you: It is very pungent. In no time, my eyes began to water from the stench of the natural ammonia in a lion’s urine.

Stench or not, I was grateful for the job. I also feared for my life. The lions were always close by, always watching. They looked through me. They were behind a set of bars, but that didn’t stop the great, sad creatures from wedging their huge snouts between the bars to sniff me out. The way they inhaled and exhaled made an eerie moaning sound like they already knew what I was going to taste like. They looked at me the way I used to look at a hoagie during my lunch break when I drove a forklift along the docks in Philly as a teenager.

I felt bad for the lions. They were tremendous animals, and this was the end of the line for them. In another life, they were kings, now their kingdom was a living jail, a fifteen-foot concrete slab of stench. Criminals belong in jails. Not beautiful animals like these lions. What crimes do they commit?

This is a lot of people’s fates, when you think about it. By no fault of their own, they get stuck somewhere like a caged animal. No room to roam, no time to think or to have dreams. I was grateful. At least I chose my filthy 8½-by-7½-foot cage. And I held the key.

In the end, I only lasted three and a half weeks at the zoo. I liked animals, but I didn’t like reeking as if I had the world’s greatest bladder problem when I walked home from work every afternoon. Plus, my exhausting shifts were from 5:30 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. Those were prime hours to go around to the agencies.

Get another job, Sly!

On my last day, I woke up at 4:30 a.m. drenched in sweat, virtually stuck to the bed. The night before was boiling. I tried to keep cool by soaking my paper-thin mattress with water from the bathroom sink and laying on top of it like a heat stroke victim. When that didn’t do the trick, I soaked a couple of threadbare towels and covered my face and my midsection with them, hoping for the best.

The best never came. What came was another scorching-hot late-summer New York morning. It felt like a preview of Hell.

That was it. I’d had enough. I quit that afternoon.

Smelling like a caged animal every day was hard. Being told I was going to fail because of my look, that was a whole other thing. I was starting to get the kind of responses from agents, even low-level ones, that might drive a thinner-skinned person out of pursuing a career in this business altogether. I gave myself a pep talk. It’s something I’ve done pretty consistently since I was around ten years old. My personal pep talks were critical to keeping a positive mindset, especially after encounters like this:

“Can I give you some advice?” one of the agents said.

“Sure,” I said.

“I don’t think you’re ever going to make it.”

“Why?”

“Your ‘look.’ And you slur and your eyes droop and your voice is very, very deep for a young man,” he said.

“I can’t help that. So, you don’t think I have a chance at all?” I asked.

“As a lead? Not really.”

“What should I focus on, then?”

“Maybe as a ‘tough guy,’ you might work,” he said.

I looked at him blankly.

“This is a brutal occupation,” he said.

This kind of advice shakes your confidence, especially when you’re broke. You don’t know whether to believe it or not. I’d heard this tune before. A year and a half earlier, on a break from the University of Miami, I came up to New York to audition for the Juilliard School. A couple students I knew from the Ring Theater had been accepted and I thought, If they could get in, why not me?

The Big Man at Juilliard was the famous John Houseman. He was the power there, the founding director of the school, though he was still a few years away from becoming a household name for his role as Professor Kingsfield in The Paper Chase.

I was surprised when I got a response from Juilliard, so I wanted to make sure I stood out. I decided to perform a monologue that I’d written myself. I thought it was pretty good. It was about self-improvement and facing adversity, a lot like the monologue I would write for Rocky in Rocky Balboa when he talks to his son on the street outside the restaurant: “It ain’t about how hard you hit. It’s about how hard you can get hit and keep moving forward …” I absurdly thought John Houseman would be impressed that I wasn’t reciting some expected Shakespeare soliloquy from Hamlet or Henry IV like 99 percent of the other students.

The monologue went something like this:

“It was as if some great wheel has been set in motion—some legendary transformation that must take place between child and man, and we, as the children, were to be its victims … Victims of life! Life, the omnipotent mold maker, the anonymous sculptor, would soon have us all indelibly shaped! … Humming a seductive tune, we pursued the mold maker like the Pied Piper and his rats, we dance to his—”

“Enough—Thank you, young man,” John Houseman said from his seat.

“There’s more—” I replied.

“I’m sure—not necessary. Thank you for your time,” he said, and left in silence.

I have found since that most people do not like when others choose to be “different” in situations where they’re being judged against a standard. Maybe in retrospect, I should have found a different way to stand out. I left the room, quickly exited the building, and breathed in the city air.

Well, you’re going to put that memory away in a box and avoid it, I thought.

Just keep moving forward.

I was never going to play the handsome lead, I got that. But















[image: Sylvester Stallone leans against a wooden wagon wheel, wearing a fringed jacket and jeans, with a cigarette butt in his mouth.]
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