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PROLOGUE

Ah, the sweet smell of success,
That’s Hollywood at its very best.
But that’s so rarely true.
Success in Tinseltown is for the very few.

There’s the never-ending flow,
Of actors as they come and go.
Their winning dreams they can’t sustain,
So home they go, their hopes in flames.

Yet for some their dreams come true.
They land a role; it’s a film debut.
Their talent and careers take flight.
They reach the sun and dazzling heights.

This book is about famous stars whom I have met,
Some personal tales about that iconic set.
Read the fun and tender stories I have scribed.
You’ll laugh and cry and maybe sigh.

Here are my tales of show-biz life,
Existing with a bit of strife.
But I smiled and stuck it out.
Thanks to my friends and a bit of clout.

Sit back and enjoy the read.
This book will easily fuel your need
To thrive and love the life you chase.
May it help you find your special place.

Success is failure turned inside out,
The silver lining of the clouds of doubt.
Remember that, I do implore.
Read it twice, I’ll say no more.


HARRY BELAFONTE

1927–

Every teenage girl has an idol, a crush on some handsome, talented superstar, be it an athlete, singer, or movie star. I was no exception.

(Harry Belafonte, the King of Calypso, began his illustrious career in the early 1950s. He made several television appearances before starring in the hit musical Carmen Jones (1954). But his calypso and Caribbean records (yep, the vinyl ones) soon made him one of the era’s biggest superstars, an entertainment king on par with the likes of Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra. Six feet tall, brown, and beautiful, the Jamaican-American singer, songwriter, and actor combined his musical talent with a powerful screen presence in such films as Island in the Sun (1957)—my favorite—The World, the Flesh and the Devil (1959), Odds Against Tomorrow (1959), and The Player (1992). He also made a number of significant guest-starring television performances. During the course of his career, Belafonte won three Grammy Awards (including one for Lifetime Achievement), an Emmy Award, and a Tony Award. He was the “Usher” of his era, talented, stylish, and charismatic. He was also a strong supporter of the Civil Rights Movement during the 1960s and one of Martin Luther King’s closest confidants. To this day, in his ninth decade, he remains active in the movement for equality for all ethnicities.)

Meeting Mr. Belafonte

It was a lovely New York City day in the spring of 1954. My mother had just parked our sturdy black Buick with big steel bumpers outside the garage where we stored it. This was located near our mid-Manhattan apartment on the West Side on 78th Street. She told me to wait in the car while she went inside to pay the monthly bill.

Mom had left the car on the street, so I slid over to the driver’s seat and quietly waited, daydreaming and fantasizing about this and that. Suddenly, I was jolted from my reveries by a sharp bump. I spun my head around and saw a black sedan that had just exited the garage. The driver, obviously aware that he had hit our Buick, pulled abreast of our car, then swerved in front of it and parked. I expected some further reaction, but he just sat there, seemingly with no intention of getting out.

Being 14 years old and feeling cocky and in charge of any situation, as most 14-year-old kids are, I jumped out of our car and indignantly strode up to the driver. He turned his head as I approached, wearing an “I don’t need this!” expression that momentarily stopped me in my tracks. After taking a deep breath, I leaned forward and looked directly at him.

Whoa! There was no mistaking him. It was Harry Belafonte, my first leaving-childhood-behind crush. Seated behind the wheel, gazing up at me with his chiseled features and hypnotic brown eyes, was the man who frequently inhabited my teenage romantic imagination. I couldn’t move. My feet felt nailed to the pavement. Neither of us spoke. We just stared at one other as the seconds ticked by. A strange sort of energy seemed to hold us in thrall.
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Harry Belafonte, singing, 1954.

I didn’t know what to say or do. Suddenly, out of my mouth came, “I guess you can’t drive as well as you sing!”

He paused, lowered his eyes, and, looking straight up at me, let out that wonderful “Ha!”—that inimitable combination of a laugh and a hiccup that often spiced up his calypso songs. A moment or three passed as I wondered whether I was awake or dreaming. Finally, my idol spoke.

“Sorry, my mind was elsewhere. Tell the garage to have any repairs done and charge it to my account. Have them contact me if they have any questions.”

To be honest, I don’t remember the exact words, because as it turned out, there was no damage to our Buick, not even a dent. In those days, bumpers were made of steel, not thermoplastics, and were impervious to that kind of minor collision.

My usual garrulousness had deserted me. All I could get out was a nervous, “Okay.” But I still didn’t move. I just stood rooted to the spot, gaping at him.

Finally, with what seemed liked compassionate understanding and a hint of a smile, he said, “Miss … what is your name?”

“Sandra,” I timidly answered.

“Miss Sandra, can you step back? I need to get to my meeting. I’m already late!”

Those words brought me back to my senses. I reluctantly did as he asked, then watched as he drove away.

I never saw or met him again, but for weeks I floated on Cloud Nine, bragging to my friends about my unforgettable one-on-one with the King of Calypso.

As the years passed, I faithfully attended his concerts and played his calypso and Caribbean records over and over, to the point that my mother threatened to confiscate them if I didn’t stop. I didn’t, and to this day I still play the CDs.

I realize that Mr. Belafonte has probably long forgotten our Brief Encounter on the streets of New York City in 1954, but it doesn’t matter. I have not. Fast forward 30 years. A friend and I were having coffee at a trendy coffee shop on Melrose Avenue in Hollywood, when she looked up, pointed to a table across the way, and whispered, “Hey, there’s Shari Belafonte.”

I spun my head around, just as I had in 1954. Sure enough, there was the beautiful daughter of my first crush, Harry Belafonte, enjoying a latte. Born the same year in which her father ran into my mom’s car, she was a star in her own right: a model, writer, singer, and actress best known for her role on the 1980s television series Hotel (1983–1988). My heart quickened its pace, but I controlled my impulse to approach her and share my chance meeting with her father. By then my own career was going great. I had done The Rockford Files (1974–1980), Barnaby Jones (1973–1980), and The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson (1962–1992), but it’s kind of an unwritten rule for those of us in show biz to refrain from bothering celebrities when they are privately relaxing.

As the years have passed, however, I kind-of, sort-of wish I had. I think Shari would have enjoyed that narrative, and in a two degrees of separation way, it might have afforded me a vicarious reunion with the imposing, yet understanding, and still eminently crushable dreamboat in the black sedan.


FREDERICK COMBS

1935–1992

The actor Frederick Combs was one of the most intelligent, creative, and fascinating men I met during my Hollywood days. Ours was the most passionate, platonic relationship imaginable.

(Frederick Combs was known primarily as a theatre actor, making his Broadway debut in A Taste of Honey in 1960, for which he received a Tony nomination. He next appeared in The Lady of the Camellias in 1965. He came to the public’s attention in the acclaimed off-Broadway play The Boys in the Band in 1968, which was subsequently made into a 1970 film with the entire cast recreating their stage roles. Its groundbreaking portrayal of gay life made it a milestone in gay cinema. (Frederick once told me it was a difficult role to play because he could not find a reason why he would stay at such a terrible party.) He subsequently made a few made-for-TV movies and miniseries, but became bored and disenchanted. A prodigy of legendary acting teacher Uta Hagen, Frederick subsequently became a successful acting coach to the stars. In 1979, he founded the Actors’ Lab, a scene-study class for working actors.)

Love and Chaos and Life with Frederick

In or around 1986, I joined the YMCA in Hollywood and signed up for a bi-weekly dance/aerobics class that fit my dance background and promised much-needed exercise. Our group was led by a well-known older ballet artist. I kept to myself during the first class, but by the second session I began to take in the other participants. One guy stood out. Frederick Combs. He glided across the floor like a cat stalking its prey. He was mesmerizing.

After that workout, I joined a small group from class for a coffee get-together; among them was Frederic. After several of these coffee klatches, I learned about Frederick’s Actors’ Lab workshop. A month later, I was a member. Many wonderful things resulted from being part of the group, including an incredible friendship with the witty, talented, and fascinating Frederick Combs.

The Actors’ Lab was an evening scene-study class. The participants ranged from talented to not-so-talented actors. Each week, most everyone did a two-person scene, after which Frederick would dissect it and give the actors dead-on pointers. During the following week, the actors would rehearse and incorporate Frederick’s notes, with the end result being at least a fifty-percent improvement over the original performance. Of course, it depended on how skilled the actors were. My favorite scene partner, and soon best friend, was Jacqueline Schultz. She was amazing, and worked all the time.

Frederick ran a very professional class—be on time, know your lines, and no chewing gum—and the students loved him. On occasion, he would snap, like the time a young macho guy called him Fred. “My name is Frederick. Not Fred or Freddie. It’s Frederick,” he icily responded. Another time, a sexy gal unexpectedly turned her scene into a veritable porno show. Frederick studied her silently for a few moments, then quietly said, “You’re obviously in the wrong theatre. You’ll do well in a strip show on Hollywood Boulevard.” She left that night, and never returned.

After class, a few of us, including Frederick, would go for coffee and/or drinks somewhere close to the theatre. It was during these wrap gatherings that Frederick and I became friends. Perhaps it was because we both were a bit older than most of the students, who were still chasing the Hollywood Dream. We had been there, done that.

Daytimes, Frederick busied himself with private coaching to stars like Rosemary Clooney (and family), soap opera stars, in-demand character actors, plus members of the Actors’ Lab whenever anyone had upcoming auditions. He never seemed to stop working, but he was never too busy to not coach me before my auditions. Unlike his class notes, he would narrow in on every nuance of the character and the scene. Nine out of ten times, I would book the job.

In 1988, after several unhappily married years, I got a divorce. Frederick and I then became a platonic duo. During the years we were together, I did not have single a romantic relationship—with anyone. No man could top Frederick! We had dinner together, shopped together, and together attended his students’ theater productions, which more often than not were paralyzing. But Frederick would always go backstage after the shows and say something encouraging. “You were amazing.” “You’ve done it again.” “The show wouldn’t be the same without you.” I didn’t have it in me to be so benevolent, and usually waited for him in front of the theatre.

Frederick’s thoughtfulness carried over into our personal relationship. Several days into a relentless Los Angeles heat wave, Frederick decided, or rather insisted, that I get a window air-conditioning unit for my bedroom. His adamancy may actually have been based on self-defense, since the undue heat and humidity had destroyed my sense of humor, heightened my sensitivity, and made my hair frizz—qualities that upset Frederick because he could only tolerate warm, witty, and beautiful.

Be that as it may, off we went hand-in-hand to a discount appliance store. I instantly spotted the ideal air conditioner, a small $300 unit, perfect for my bedroom. Frederick studied it for a moment, put his arm around me, and gently pulled me aside, emphatic that I get a bigger and better one. “You need it! You deserve it! It’ll only be $100 more! Don’t be cheap!”

Of course, I got the bigger and better unit. Who wants to be cheap? Unfortunately, bigger and better didn’t fit into Frederick’s sports car, so delivery had to be arranged and prepaid. Another $50! An hour or two later, it was delivered, but could not be installed. Neither Frederick nor I had remembered that there were security bars on the window that had to be removed so that the unit could hang out the window. The next day, a handyman arrived with special tools and removed the bars and set the unit in the window. Another $50.

That evening, with a great sense of accomplishment, I stood in front of my new air conditioner and turned the sucker on. There was a horrendous thump, followed by a blast of cold air. Suddenly, the entire house began to vibrate. For a split-second I thought I heard, “Thank you for flying American Airlines.” Then, silence and an ominous calm. All the circuits had blown. I ran to the breaker box and threw the switches on again, only to turn around and find the house ablaze with electronic blinking red lights. Time Square was a distant second. Thirty seconds later, the sprinklers went off, and then everything went dead.

Somewhat hysterical, and not in the funny sense, I called Frederick and asked him to bring candles. He dutifully arrived an hour later, after searching all over West Hollywood for beeswax candles. Regular candles wouldn’t do, of course. They drip!

A few days and I lost track of how many phone calls later, an electrician arrived. The cure-all: a $10,000 central cooling system. The immediate remedy: add a separate circuit for the air conditioner at $300 plus parts. The latter was, of course, my choice. Thanks to my dear Frederick, approximately $1,000 later I finally had an air conditioner. By then, the heat wave had passed.

Our social outings also extended to numerous upscale gay and straight parties. Frederick would always insist on parking his sporty Triumph facing out so we could make a quick escape when he’d had enough, which was usually an hour or so after arriving. Frederick had given up alcohol and drugs, and without them found this kind of socializing difficult. One time, he brought along a pipe to smoke, just to have something to fiddle with, and then proceeded to dump his pipe ashes into the host’s late wife’s urn. However, he invariably came through with witty stories and outrageous remarks. Everyone loved him.

One downer to our relationship was that every Christmas Frederick would go to Hawaii. He would pack a bathing suit, a beach towel, and his little sparkling fold-up Christmas tree, and off he’d go. The holidays always drag on, but without him the Yuletide season seemed interminable.

Sadly, the specter of AIDS provided a somber background to the 1980s. The virus was first identified in 1983, and by the late 1980s had become an epidemic. Thousands of young folks had died, mainly gay men, since it was transmittable through gay sex and unsterile drug paraphernalia. The first warning sign was usually the flu. Frederick suddenly came down with flu-like symptoms, and within a day was hospitalized at a small Culver City Hospital. I trotted off to visit him with flowers and a silly teddy bear in hand, never imagining I’d be directed to the AIDS ward. There he was, sitting on a hospital bed connected to a few tubes. We just stared at each other for about twenty seconds, and then I fell apart. In those moments I was the victim and he was the stoic survivor. “Hey, I’m just HIV-positive. It’s going to be okay. If and when I actually get AIDS, they’ll have a cure,” he reassured me. Oh, I believed it, because I wanted and needed to believe it.

A few days later, Frederick returned to his bungalow apartment, which was nicely decorated, but in a bad neighborhood. We both agreed that it wasn’t safe, and that he should start looking for another place to live. After laboriously scouting around, we found a perfect loft-like condo in West Hollywood. Frederick adored it, but it was only for sale, not for rent. After some discussion, it was decided that we would bite the bullet and buy it. Between my mother, Frederick, and me, it was quickly arranged. Frederick would pay me $600 rent a month, with which I would pay the mortgage, the balance going to my mother. Our setup worked like a Swiss clock.

Frederick’s white, somewhat modern furniture was perfect for the condo. Off-white drapes were ordered, and we filled the little patio with leafy plants and brightly colored flowers. Everything came together and looked stunning. Just a few large items had to be purchased, such as a refrigerator. All that mattered to Frederick was the exterior appearance. It had to be all white and smooth like satin, with no tiny little bumps, as was the fashion then. After a search—second only to the quest for the Holy Grail—we located one at a discount store. Great price, but non-returnable because it was a discontinued model.
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With my dear friend, Frederick Combs.

After waiting days for delivery, Frederick’s smooth, all-white refrigerator finally arrived. Unfortunately, not only did the door open the wrong way, but it was two inches too tall for the opening that Frederick had so carefully measured. (Shades of the air conditioner debacle.) After a week of climbing over and squeezing past this huge piece of useless metal, carpenters were summoned. They proceeded to destroy and rebuild the overhead cabinets while simultaneously trashing the kitchen floor.

Plumbers followed in their wake, and after a full day’s labor put together parts of the discontinued ice maker that made one tray of smashed ice daily. Last, but not least, came the painters. The condo now had a small $1,000 used Frigidaire.

Finally, the condo was finished, and life returned to normal. Well, as normal as life could be with Frederick. I busied myself with my career, and he continued his teaching. His HIV symptoms rarely flared up. Life was good.

We often went to the beach, both of us loving the ocean. On several occasions, we drove up the coast for a weekend in Carpenteria, an artsy suburb just south of Santa Barbara. Friends of Frederick let us stay at their home when they were out of town.

The first weekend we went there, we dropped off our stuff, jumped into our bathing suits, and made a beeline for the local beach. After parking on Pacific Coast Highway, we walked down a steep incline to what appeared to be a semi-private beach. Whoa! Off to my right, a nude volleyball game was in progress. Men and women were leaping in the air, their uncovered body parts freely bobbing up and down. Well-endowed boobs were bouncing, men’s private parts were bouncing, everything was bouncing! Ironically, one gal had on something, a baseball cap with her ponytail flying out the back. All in all, not a sight to behold. After catching my breath, I said, “Frederick, this is a nude beach. I don’t do nude beaches.”

“No, it’s an anything goes beach. Come on, we’ll go further down,” he said with a laugh.

Finding a spot, we spread out our towels and lay down, soaking in the sun and beginning to relax. Out of nowhere, a beautiful, stark-naked woman, blond hair flowing in the breeze, passed in front of us. She was wearing only a Rolex watch and clutching a transistor radio attached to earphones.

Before I could pass a comment, Frederick said, “Let’s go for a swim.” We dove into the ocean and slowly freestyled through gentle waves toward the setting sun. The water was cool and calm. I went through my usual five-minute thing of seeing sharks everywhere, occasionally screaming out to Frederick, “Shark!”

He yelled back, “Stop it! Enough! There are no sharks.”

The instant he said that, I looked over and saw what appeared to be a fin sticking out of the water and heading straight for me. I screamed even louder. “Shark!”

Frederick turned and saw what I saw, and yelled, “Swim!” We both went into high gear and churned frantically towards the shore like gold medal Olympic swimmers. All the time, we yelled back and forth to each other: “Keep going!” “Don’t save me!” “Don’t stir the water by kicking too hard!” “You can make it!”

At some point, I looked up and noticed a small group of people standing on the beach watching us. No one did anything or seemed to be in a panic; they were just taking in the action. As I neared the shore, the fin sticking out of the water raised its head. It was a friendly seal just wanting to say hello.

Relieved, but mortified by our farcically overwrought behavior, Frederick and I crept quietly and shamefacedly to our towels and lay back down. One or two onlookers empathized with our fear, but the others snickered and sneered as they walked away. City folks ruining their laid-back, somewhat-private beach.

Stretched out on our towels again, we’d just begun to relax, but were brought up short as a woman with two dogs and a spear in her hand ambled past us toward a pile of rocks farther out in the ocean, where she disrobed and proceeded to spear fish. Each time she nailed one, she would toss it back to the beach, where her canine companions would play with and guard the flopping fish. After a half hour or so, she returned to the beach, dressed, gathered her fish and her dogs, and headed back to her car. It was the end of a day at the beach for Frederick and me.

At dinner that night, I consumed more than my usual glass or two of wine before returning to the house for a well-earned sleep. Halfway through the night, I got cold and jumped into bed with Frederick. He muttered something like, “No cuddling,” but the next morning we were wrapped around each other. So much for “no cuddling.”

Later that Sunday, we headed back to Los Angeles. In what was to become a custom, we stopped for dinner at the Paradise Cove Beach Cafe just north of Malibu. It was filled with brightly costumed Hispanic people. Mariachis played lively songs, and folks were dancing. It was a Fiesta de Quinceañera, the celebration of a girl’s coming of age at fifteen. We tried to not intrude on the celebration, but were soon drawn into the festivities. It was great fun and a lesson in Hispanic culture.

Frederick and I returned to Carpenteria several more times. Each trip was fun and relaxing, but nothing topped that first trip.

Around mid-1992, Frederick’s health took a turn for the worse. His HIV diagnosis had become full-blown AIDS. For a while, we worked around it. I took care of his class finances and other matters, and a friend of his took over some of his classes. It wasn’t long, though, before everything stopped and Frederick was confined to the condo with round-the-clock nurses. The Screen Actors Guild health plan was a godsend. I visited him almost every day. We would spend an hour or so watching television while I gave him a foot message, adjusted his pillows, and did what I could for him. I’ve never felt so helpless.

On September 19, 1992, Frederick passed away. Making his death more painful was the confused and inept handling of his estate. In some ways, it became a scene from Zorba the Greek (1964). His friend was the executor of his will, but Frederick left his personal belongings and everything in the condo to me, which did not sit well with the executor. However, that is not a story for this book. This book is titled Hollywood With a Smile, and that is the way Frederick would have wanted it.


JAMES “JIM” GARNER

1928–2014

How does one describe a bright, charming, handsome, witty con man? (The onscreen variety, of course.) If he’s all of that and more, then he’s James Garner.

(James Garner worked more than fifty different jobs and did a stint in the Marines, earning two Purple Hearts, before landing by chance a nonspeaking role in the 1954 Broadway production of The Caine Mutiny Court-Martial. He learned his craft on the stage before moving on to commercials and television roles. He eventually landed a contract with Warner Bros, which led to a handful of films throughout the 1950s. In 1957, he starred in the hugely successful television series Maverick (1957–1962), in which he played a charming anti-hero gambler, until leaving over a contract dispute. He went on to star in such highly successful films as The Great Escape (1963), The Americanization of Emily (1964), Grand Prix (1966), and Support Your Local Sheriff (1969). Then came The Rockford Files (1974–1980), in which he again played a charismatic, against-the-grain hero. It was another highly successful television series, and won him an Emmy in 1974. The show ended due to Garner’s knee and heart problems, as well as a conflict with Universal Studios over its creative accounting. He returned to films, notably Victor Victoria (1982) and Murphy’s Romance (1985), as well as the big-screen version of Maverick (1996). He did several other television series, although none of them really took off. His last big success was the 2004 film The Notebook.)

Java and Lunch with Jim

Every Sunday night, I would
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