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Foreword

Larry Hankin has had his share of “Hey, aren’t you that guys” in the decades he’s graced our stages and screens — and he’s written a book about his life. Which is the life of an actor. Now, Larry is a very special sort of actor, and his life is a very special sort of life — which is probably true of all lives but since his is the one in this book I’ll only mention some of the things which make him special.

First of all, Hankin is an improvisor par excellence. Which can drive directors (particularly of the television ilk) a little nuts. It’s a testament to Larry’s talent that making the people who hire him crazy hasn’t prevented him from having a long and impressive career.

Second of all, as battered and twisted as his life as an actor has been, his soul remains intact. Now, for an actor in Hollywood, that really is something special. But, again, this is something he simply can’t help himself from being. I guess his soul just wouldn’t let go — and Larry really didn’t have much say in the matter.

Also, as odd as his career is, he’s very smart. All real actors watch and listen — but not all of them observe life and the rest of us from the very odd angle that Hankin does. He not only marches to a different drummer — he has an entire brass band that keeps him moving. And he’s playing every instrument. Sometimes he contradicts himself — like Whitman said, he "contains multitudes.” Some Larry Hankins are funny, some are sad, some are scary, some are just plain weird.

So, this is a story about the life of a professional American actor — a life I wouldn’t wish on anyone. A professional actor’s life is predicated on rejection. You go up for a lot of roles and don’t get most of them — for reasons you never really know. But being a rejection junkie, you assume it’s because you’re not good enough. I’ve directed Larry Hankin on the stage and film — believe me, he’s more than good enough.

Somewhere in his book he calls himself a storyteller. He is that. He’s told his stories on stages and in films in which he’s acted, in other plays and films he’s written and directed himself, and now here in this book, his own story. These tales are Based on True Events. There is truth and there is a really good story — and sometimes they’re the same. This is his story and, on the advice of his attorneys, he’s sticking to it. (Spoiler alert! Some drugs may have been involved.)

Larry Hankin is a funny guy, he’s a smart guy, he’s a soulful guy -- and he’s written a funny, smart, and soulful book. You should read it. You’ll have a good time.

Alan Myerson
Founding Director/Co-Producer of The Committee Theater,
plus TV, Feature Films



Introduction

Reading one’s own autobiography is to realize how extremely human one is. To be confronted on the page with a collection of my own life stories is a revelation. I really had nothing like it in mind anywhere along the line. I figured my life was already written out for me. Apparently not. It turns out I had quite a bit of input, pro and con, unconscious, or not.

I’d wanted to run away from home from about the age of ten on, and finally, nine years later a window to Show Business opened for a split second and with no hesitation I dove through – out of or into – didn’t matter - “away” was the intent. I ran away with a circus: The Show Business Circus. It looked like fun. Along the way I saw angry clowns and magically brave stars with unknown stunt doubles and elephants dancing with pretty girls, but I truly believed I was in it for the laughs, and fame and fortune would follow with a cool woman by my side and comedy was my ticket to ride. My life was already written out, easy-peasy, if I could just stay out of my own way.

It’s a cautionary tale about The Yin & Yang of Righteousness, working with talented and famous people, and believing in yourself and what it is you have to offer, and all the bumps, potholes, and flat tires that go along with an amazing journey. Plus, the pure, naïve tenacity that got me through The Stations of The Performer’s Cross: Live audiences, access, auditions, rejections, learning lines, costume fittings, meeting great and not-so-great actors and directors on an errant search for Success, Money, Love, Adoration, Leading Roles, Power, Producers’ Credit, Participation, Money Up Front, Humanity, Largess, and a T.S.O. (Terrific Significant Other), plus simply finding out just how stand-up comedy, movies, TV, and other platforms actually come to be: Like any other group project involving Human beings and other Homo sapiens’ money: You find out who you are and what you want real fast. And it’s still not the whole story. Enjoy.

xxx



1.Teachable Moments

My controlling father brought out the pyromaniac in me. When I turned six, there was a coal burning furnace in the cellar of our apartment house, so my two friends, Freddy & Eddy (Yes, really), two other six-year-olds, and I decided to go down to the cellar and play “Scientists” by mixing whatever we found down there and throwing it into the apartments’ furnace’s glowing, red-hot coals. My personal, original, exotic, experimental test concoction was a lump of coal in a half glass of turpentine and thrown all at once directly into the furnace’s open door. I leaned in to watch as I tossed it in and it naturally exploded in a fiery jet whoooosh! straight back out into my face, burning off most all the first layer of my face, my eyebrows, lashes, and the front of my hair. When my two friends looked at my face and got scared (I actually didn’t feel a thing) I went up onto the street and a passing woman screamed, dropped her shopping bag, grabbed me up, ran into the street right in front of a passing car. It screeched to a stop, she opened the door, threw me in: “Get this child to an emergency room right away!” The driver looked at me, got really shook, nodded, and started driving real fast.

At the hospital, they rushed me to the emergency ward, the nurses and doctors examined my face. Above their masks and eyes, their brows were deeply furrowed. I think this might be serious. Two or three people in green, with pen lights, magnifying lenses, and questions examined and questioned me: “How’d this happen?” “Why did you do that?” “How old are you?” “Six. Can I see a mirror?” They made all kinds of excuses but wouldn’t give me a mirror. “Your eyebrows and your eyelashes have been burned off” was all that was offered. I suspected it was bad. A lot. When my mom came in, she stared and said, “Oh, my God.” It was bad. They salved my face, gave me pills and started wrapping my entire head with one real long roll of white cloth bandage, across my face and around my head as if I was a mummy, and they were starting at the head. They left slits for my two eyes, my nostrils and mouth. I saw my mom sitting, watching. As they finished my semi-hemi-demi-mummification the doctor said, “You are one very lucky young man.” “Why?” I tasted white cotton bandage. “Because you’re young enough so your skin can still regenerate. If you were a year or two older your face would probably be scarred for life. You’ll just have to look like a mummy for a month or so, but you’ll be fine. Really.” I said, “Don’t tell my father. The nurses, doctor, and my mom laughed, and I didn’t know why.

When my father showed up – my mom had called him at work – and came into the room, my first reaction was, “Don’t hit me, I’m sick”. The entire medical staff stared at my father. He blurted out, “Don’t worry, I’m not mad. It’s okay.” He really wasn’t ready for what he saw; his firstborn and only son’s entire head bandaged like a War-Wounded Child. He thanked the two doctors and two nurses, gathered me and my mom and we left. My injury really stunned my father. For two weeks, while I healed and went to the doctor, he acted like a “dad” and seemed to care. I didn’t buy it and played it for all it was worth. Plus, I was the most popular kid in public school 106 kindergarten to 8th grade for a week or so. Before my fifteenth birthday I would burn down a large, roadside billboard and a barn.

xxx



2.“Annie” & John Huston

I’ve talked to Stars about the audition process, and they don’t like it either. They too, get insulted, or angry, or don’t do it right, or blow it, so it’s a universal thing. And still, you never know. Like when I went into audition for “Annie” the movie that was going to be made from the old newspaper cartoon “little Orphan Annie”. I was young and I wanted to be an actor. I considered it my first real feature film role. I was going to audition for the role of Dog Catcher. I read the script: The only Dog Catcher in the story was the one that catches a stray dog in the street and gives it to Annie on the spot. The dog becomes Annie’s Best Friend Forever. To me, it was a very large Big Deal Role. And I was going to be directed by my hero, John Huston. I was going to audition for my hero. I was Totally Stoked.

As I got nearer to The Maestro - one of the things I was told by all those who were “the pre-qualifiers” to meeting Mr. Huston for the first time, was: “Don’t mind Mr. Huston if he’s weird: He’s senile.”

I became seriously depressed.

Like I was punched in the stomach. John Huston looms large in my personal pantheon. I thought I’d finally worked and wheedled my way into standing before my Iconic Director, John Huston - and he’s senile! Okay. I play the cards I’m dealt and look for loopholes.

I go in, and this casting director, who’s a big, famous casting director (I assume if she’s with John Huston she’s gotta be somebody with respect in her field). Mr. Huston had already started the movie, so he was on the set on a soundstage, and he was watching the dailies on a big portable TV screen. He’s sitting in his director’s chair and his eyes are glued on his screen and what’s moving on it. But I can’t focus on anything but the back of John Huston’s scruffy, pure white-haired head. She leads me in, and as he turns to us, she goes behind me, grabs me by the shoulders, and steers me directly in front of him.

Huston goes, “What are you doing?” “Well, I’m just placing the actor for you to view.” “Please don’t touch my actors.” She pulls her hands away like my shoulders were hot potatoes. “Thank you”. He turns to me, “Hello Larry. Larry Hankin, right?” I was expecting “Doddering”. He was cool. Totally tight & together. I was a tall, thin, long-haired hippy, hair down to my shoulders. I was, however, presentably cleaned-up as best I could, being an out of work actor in order to meet and/or audition for one of my all-time icons.

Then the casting director, still behind me, proceeds to gather up the hair at the back of my head and neck, like gathering a ponytail, but holding it above my head and away from her like she was throwing away a cat in heat, and Mr. Huston is totally puzzled and disturbed: “Now what are you doing?”, kind of excited for a man his age, I thought. “Well, I’m lifting his hair because he’s auditioning for The Dog Catcher and he’s going to have to cut his hair and I just wanted to help you realize--” “Please. Do not - touch - my actors.” “I was just trying to...” “I am a director. I have an imagination.” She dropped my hair like a hot shoulder. “Thank you.”

I thought that’s kind of cool, he’s sticking up for me. “So, Larry: would you mind cutting your hair?” “No, no, not at all.” This isn’t a senile guy; this is a sharp gentleman with pure white hair and a white beard. He’s cool. So then where did that front office bullshit come from? “Senile?” His voice boomed at me: “You know, you have to cut your hair off and you’re auditioning for the dog catcher, it’s 1932 or so. Do you understand that?” “Yep. Yeah. Yes.”

“Thank you very much. That’s all I need to know. Thank you.” He was very polite. The casting director, not daring to come any nearer, just turned away: “Follow me”, which I did. And that was it. I met him and my icon remained cool and wise, white stubble-bearded, and a totally Iconic John Huston. More than the price of admission.

Three days later, I get the call. “You got the job.” Wow. But what did I do? How did I do that? I mean, it was really cool, but it wasn’t cool, cool. I had to get an extreme haircut. And it had taken me a while to grow my hair long – to my shoulders. I let it grow to be a full-fledged proud hippy and to hide my big ears. And now, in my first big job, I was going to have my long locks cut off and my near-naked head-with-big-ears was gonna be plastered across a two-story high silver screen in a movie theater – smaller in a living room or kitchen - in front of a paying, judgmental audience. But it was for John Huston. What have I learned so far? What Barnum Justice, a homeless dude, told me a long time before that: “I can’t abide, I hate to boast, but I know two things: Ain’t no free ride, ‘n truth costs the most.”

xxx



3.John Huston & The Dogcatcher’s Coveralls

“Annie”. I got the job. I’m The Dogcatcher. To me, it was my first real feature film job. And it’s with my hero. I’m gonna be directed by the great John Huston. I’m stoked. By now I’ve developed some habits and clues about Acting: On Set Deportment and Ritual. The first thing I do is, I always find an A.D. (Asst. Dir.). There are usually one or two on each shoot. Sometimes more. “Hi, I’m Larry Hankin. I play The Dog Catcher.” And their job, among others, is to show you to your dressing room and sign you in.

One of the things I learned early-on was that, if my costume is there already, it means that I’m too late to influence what kind of clothes my character is going to be stuck wearing his entire time on screen. So, my first question to the A.D. is, “Is my costume in my dressing room yet?” And sometimes the A.D. says “No. Not yet.” “Annie” was one of those times. Cool, I thought. I have a tiny shot at designing my own wardrobe. “Great. Where’s the Costume Department?

My first day. I’m still stoked. The A.D. leads me to the costume room and the Assistant Costume Director, “Henry”. All he wants to know is: “What are you here for?” “I’m The Dog Catcher, but I just wanted to see--” “I’ve got your costume right here”. He reaches to a pile, and it looked like he picked up a 4-inch-thick, stack of 15-inch square pieces of tan cardboard.

“What’s this?” “Your costume.” “What is it?” “The Dog Catcher’s Coveralls.” He points to a pile of boots. “And boots.” I touched what he held; a washed, neatly-folded-into-a-near-perfect-square, and fully starched, pair of tan, mechanic’s coveralls.

I remember as a little kid, my father used to get starched white shirts and he would let me peel them open. I’d open the sleeve at the cuff, stick my hand in, and peel open the sleeve because it would separate as I went up. Great feeling. Sexual? The subconscious never sleeps. Always on, all hours, all ages, 24-7. But this was not a starched white shirt and my dad. This was A Starched Dog-Catcher’s Coveralls in 1932 and John Huston. This was serious.

“I can’t wear this.” And he goes, “What do you mean?” “It’s washed and starched!” I’m trying to make an impression on The Great John Huston, and I’m stuck with an O.C.D. Anal Retentive.

I patiently explain: “I’m a dog catcher in the 1930’s chasing stray mongrel dogs in Lower Manhattan. It should be filthy.” He goes, “No. This is what you’re wearing. It’s a musical.” Nobody told me that. But Henry’s on high dudgeon and giving me attitude. Well, I have an attitude problem to begin with, so I just answer, “Well, I’m not gonna wear it, whatever.” “You are wearing this.” “No, no, no, man, you don’t understand, I’m a dog catcher during The Great Depression. It’s gotta be filthy. This is clean and starched. Starch wasn’t even invented yet. There’s no reason for starch except collars. Ever. I can’t put this on.” “Well then, we’re going to have to go see Mr. Huston.” “Cool man, let’s go see Mr. Huston.”

Mr. Huston will stick up for me. He stuck up for me once already. John Huston directed “The Treasure of Sierra Madre” with Humphrey Bogart and his own father, Walter Huston, who also won a Best Actor Academy Award for his role in that film. Yeah, let’s go see THE ONE GUY who might understand “Distressed Costume-ese”.

We were inside in one of those major airplane-hangar-sized sound stages at the time, and Mr. Huston was shooting outside on a bright, sunny day. We walked outside. It had rained the night before and there were a couple of big puddles left, though not many. You could easily walk in dry places. And there was John Huston, one of the cooler Homo sapiens on the planet to my mind, sitting in his director’s chair, alone, eyes glued to his TV Village TV Screen cogitating on his rushes, just like at my audition. It stuck in my mind as some sort of clue. To what? Unknown. Something’s going on here, but what? Meanwhile, Henry is carrying my fresh-pressed, tan, square-cardboard-laced costume like it was a silver platter. We approach Mr. Huston. “Pardon me, Mr. Huston, sir.”

(A subconscious game was being played by everyone, sub-rosa: “How shall I address Mr. Huston? - What do I call the director? ‘Mr. Huston’? ‘John’? ‘Sir’? ‘’Johnny’? ‘Huey’? John never corrected anyone or any appellation. He just accepted the fact you meant him. My solution was to call him whatever the last person I heard talking to him called him. Mostly though, there was a simple, deferential “sir” involved that all paid him, no matter what was said at other times about Mr. Huston. But what had he done to make some in the front office say, “He’s senile”?)

As Henry and I approach, Mr. Huston hits ‘Pause’ and turns to us: “What’s the problem, Henry? Hello Larry.” “Oh. Hi.” “What’s the problem?” Henry goes, “This actor (points to me) refuses to put this costume on” (points to his square, cardboard, costume-platter). “That true, Larry?” “Yeah. Yes.” “Why not?” “It’s all starched and washed clean. I’m a dog catcher in the middle of The Depression.” Mr. Huston gets out of his director’s chair and puts out his hand to Henry: “Give me the costume.”

Henry hands him the tan square. Mr. Huston walks slowly away with it, unfolding the stiff cloth and flapping it out to its full coverall flatness as he nonchalantly walks into this big rain-puddle-on-grass in his expensive, Italian, leather loafers. He stands in the middle with the water over the edges of the soles of his loafers (all I could think of was, the bottoms of his socks have got to be soaked and he’s not copping to it). He casually drops the costume into the puddle, steps on it to submerge it, walks all over it in the puddle, picks it up by thumb-and-forefinger only, walks back from the puddle holding it dripping at a distance, hands it back to Henry and goes, “Dry this out.” Points to me, “And put it on this actor. Thank you, Henry. Thank you, Larry”. He sits down in the director’s chair, hits ‘Play’, and went back to watching his rushes. The coveralls I’m wearing in the released movie are the ones John Huston threw down in the puddle and stepped all over. Perfect. John Huston wasn’t senile; he just didn’t want to be there. I like to think that my verisimilitude was a small breath of fresh air to my icon.

Antecedents

When I was growing up my parents weren’t very stimulating people. They weren’t interested in books or art or films or comics or tennis. I grew up in an environment that wasn’t stimulating at all. Neither of them went to college because they had to work for the family table. Looking back, now, they were trapped and couldn’t figure a way out. Both their parents were European immigrants to a new land and their first-born didn’t know how to use it well, so they both pretended to be Ozzie and Harriet and hated it and didn’t know why.

None of my close relatives went to college. I believe I’m the only one that ever went to college, and I wasn’t impressed – and I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Best I can say is, I didn’t know any better. I grew up in a vacuum. I led a completely vapid, uninteresting home life. The fear was stifling. Protected. I had absolutely no street smarts. That, I hoped was down the line somehow. I had no idea about what I was thinking or talking about. To me, college was simply the last fulfilling of my obligation to being a ‘Good Son’, which, in The Norman Rockwellian Era (Kerouac put up a good fight) but having a son with a college degree was the ultimate sign of “A First-Generation Immigrant Male Making It - Big Time.” And it labeled the progeny as a “Good Son or Daughter” all prepped for surviving in a sea of constant pressure and competition while maintaining an upwardly mobile lifestyle.

I was inculcated to honor my parents. I didn’t know I wasn’t a college kind-of-teenager until I left ‘the college of my choice’ and saw the actual world (“real” or not is a whole other discussion). Some are College, some are Street, some are Naturals, and some are waiting to make their move. I’d already had enough of that kind of learning. After I graduated Syracuse University with a degree in Industrial Design, it was over. I was through. I did my time. I got a roommate (The Amazing Carl Gottlieb – more later) and moved to Greenwich Village in New York City. The world I saw was a street world of survivors-to-be, survivors-or-not, and guitars. I was drawn to them and that, and then mocking all of it. Both sides. The ones that laughed and the ones that called the cops.

xxx



4.Big Grandpa & Uncle Murray

My mother’s parents fled the Germans as immigrants, and my father’s parents fled the Bolsheviks, the troopers, the police; came over on boats, succeeded in raising families, and eventually gave me the opportunity to launch and live the life I wanted. Needed. Held on to. On that basis, they did amazingly great. They succeeded. They just didn’t get what they expected out of it.

One of the many truly amazing things about my family tree is my belief my family tree is filled with crazies that managed to keep a tight lid on it but, never wanting it to disappear completely, let it out to get some fresh air every now and again. I believe I’ve been entrusted to carry on the tradition.

One set of grandparents - on my father’s side - were The Master Tailor and Seamstress to the last Czar and Czarina (Czaress?) of Russia. They hand-made all the stuff The Couple posed in. They had to flee across a river in the middle of the night along with others to escape the Bolsheviks.

My mother’s parents fled Austria as teenagers because of the First World War. Since my mother’s parents (who were of average height), were a few inches taller than my father’s parents, both my grandparents were, to me, and will forever be Big Grandpa and Big Grandma and Little Grandpa and Little Grandma. All were fine with it.

Because my mom’s parents lived much nearer, they baby-sat me most of the time and I had a friend my age in the apartment building. Big Grandpa installed oil burners and, at five or six years old, I thought that was an incredibly important job. I still do. To me, my grandfather was in charge of fixing and installing warmth and hot water for all the houses and apartments enduring the cold winters all over The United States of America. So, to me, he loomed large. He was a craftsman, an immigrant, a hard worker, and he installed and fixed oil burners in cellars and always came home dirty and oily. He was smart and clever and would jerry-rig stuff around the apartment for my grandmother that always amazed me. As a motorcycle mechanic once told me, “Your grandfather didn’t fix anything, he just made it work.”

Exempla gratia: when my grandfather had an operation on his urinary tract in his 80’s, he had to wear a colostomy bag. He didn’t like having to get up and go into the bathroom every once in a while to empty it into the toilet bowl so he bought 30 feet of surgical tubing and hooked one end into his colostomy bag, the other end he anchored into the bathroom toilet bowl, and then strung the tubing “downhill” so he could watch an entire football game on TV in the living room and still be able to piss in the toilet bowl in the bathroom without having to get up to empty the bag - all he had to do was sit or hold the colostomy bag higher in the living room than the toilet bowl in the bathroom and gravity and the strung tubing did the rest.

He had three sons and one daughter: Wally, Murray, Ben, and Phyllis - my mom. Ben and Murray went into the oil burner business with him. And Murray was the one person who baby sat me because then he could have his girlfriend over for a cheap date while babysitting me.

Murray and I got along as I grew up. He always treated me like an interested dad which I never got from my father. There was something in Murray’s voice. I never trusted anything my father told me just by the timber and tone of his voice. It was like my sub-conscious ears were being sound lie-detectors. Mostly when his logic didn’t – wasn’t really logical. Strange but true. I didn’t know it, either. It was innate. All newborn’s hearing, among other senses, have heightened senses of sounds’ sub-texts. Preternatural.

All the way through public school, high school, and college, Murray was like a second father to me. My parents liked to travel and sometimes, if I didn’t want to be stuck with my parents for a week or weekend, I’d stay with either grandparent or with Murray, his wife, Blanche, and their two kids who were around the same age as I was.

One day, in late 1939, “Awerman & Sons”: ‘Oil Burner Installation and Maintenance Consultants’ (my grandfather and two of his sons, Murray and Ben), got a contract to install all the oil burners in a new village being built on Long Island with a lot of single dwelling houses (“Franklin Square”. It’s still there). That year their oil burner business did well, made a lot of money. Murray took his share, bought GE stock. Ben and his father each bought a new car and argued. Then Murray was drafted, and Ben joined the navy. Murray got out in 1945 and bought more GE stock with the money left-over from sending his checks to Blanche back home.

In 1998 Murray cashed in all his stock in GE including the money from 1939 and became an instant millionaire. Murray and Blanche traveled all over the world and lived very well for the rest of their lives and he showed that he really was what I suspected all along, a secret genius even if it was never shown to anybody. What he was doing in his 80’s and 90’s (because he loved working with his hands and tools, and loved people), was to buy new, high-end laptops that had some new twist or connection that made it better (by Apple or Dell or whoever), and he’d take it apart to see how it worked, then put it back together in perfect working order and give it to whatever young “Techie” that would come over to his house with an inoperable lap-top and they’d fix it together and talk the talk. Murray was amazing in his old age: He only finished high school, but that was a big deal in the family. He was sharp and clever but opted out of college. In later years it bothered him. It was one of his secret wounds even though he was the smartest of us all. He was raised by middle-class immigrants who didn’t have any American schooling at all. One time, when I came home from college, I asked him what his secret of making money was. He smiled, “The three easiest ways you can become a millionaire in the USA is Real Estate, Show Business, or The Stock Market. In Real Estate you have to go out and look at the property. In Show Business you have to have talent or love to travel. In The Stock Market you don’t have to leave the house, the info you need is in the newspapers, and they’re delivered, or you can listen to it on TV or the radio. I chose not to leave the house.”

A Man to Work the Oven

He was always blowing my mind. One time, when I was 15, My mom got a call around 8 pm informing her that grandpa - her father - who was in his late 80’s, had caught pneumonia, laid-up in bed, had refused to see a doctor or take medication to the point where, at the moment, his wife, my grandmother (‘B. G.’) had called my mom to come over and take him to the hospital because she was afraid he was going to die and he won’t listen to her but he might listen to his only daughter. My mom hung up the phone and told me to put on my coat, “We’ve got to take grandpa to the hospital.” It was winter. “Can’t she call an ambulance?” “No. Grandma is afraid Grandpa might try to fight off the ambulance people.”

I threw on my warmest coat, zipped up, and followed. My father was at his Knights of Pythias Lodge meeting. My mom had the car, so she called my father and told him to get a ride and meet her at the hospital, she has to take her dad to the hospital, and we rushed out the door. I’ve never seen my mom drive so fast, but she was cool and determined. I’d never seen my mom like this.


When we got to the apartment and went into the bedroom, I was stunned. He looked emaciated. I could see his entire skull, sunken eyeholes, teeth behind taut, thin lips. My grandfather looked like he’d died a week ago. My mom just said, “Oh my God!”, turned to me and said, “Larry, pick him up and carry him to the car, quick.” I couldn’t think. This was too ginormous for me to comprehend. Carry my Big Grandpa to his “Death Bed”? High School Mythology and The Classics of Literature filled my brain and I felt like I was drowning, so I just did what my mom told me to do: I put my arms under frail, emaciated shoulders and knees and lifted him. He was light! My grandfather was as light as a child and the enormity of that thought while carrying my grandfather down the stairs and into the back of the car was exploding inside my 15-year-old head back to Piltdown Man and monkeys, “The child is father to the man”, and all that crap. I was being overwhelmed by Lineage, Greek Drama and Anthropology - too much for a 15-year-old carrying Big Grandpa to his deathbed.

I sat with him in the back, him wheezing, trying to breathe all the way. Fuck it. I covered his shoulders and chest with my warmest coat and muttered, “Don’t worry. It’s gonna be okay”. His wheezing frightened me, but I stayed calm. My mom pulled up to the emergency entrance, jerked to a stop, got out of the car and yelled, “Larry, carry him inside. I’ll get a gurney!” No think, do. The nurses and medics inside saw what was happening and started to come out with a gurney as I carried my grandfather like he was a child in my arms towards the gurney. I’m thinking, “I’m carrying my towering Big Grandpa in my arms to his deathbed.” I felt like I was carrying the dying corpse of a wizened, 12-year-old to the morgue.

Five days later my mom gets a phone call and announced: “They’re calling all the relatives to pay last respects to Grandpa; he’s probably going to pass within the week. They’re trying to get everyone who wants to say goodbye to come within the next two days.” My father, mother, my younger sister Carolyn, I, and many relatives went. In the hospital hallway outside Grandpa’s room I got, “A patriarch-is-passing” feeling from the group vibe. Two male nurses were outside the room in the hall talking to my Uncle Lester and his wife about pneumonia. My grandfather’s single room was filled with relatives I hadn’t seen in years or ever. He was propped up, half-laying-sitting in bed looking gaunt; like he was ready to die. Uncles, aunts, friends, and a second cousin or two showed up. It was a nice, reverent showing of respect: A Hospital-Room, Star Wars Bar full of mourning, blood relatives.

I stuck with my mom because she seemed to be the only one who had any idea of who was there and what was happening moment to moment. I say hello to my grandfather. His voice is weak. Kind. Happy to see me. We grab hands. He smiles and motions to my mom. “Come, come here”. She comes over, I hear him speak to her in a weak voice: “Where’s Ben?” Ben was the black sheep son of his family. Ben and his father had always fought - when they worked on oil burners and all through the rest of their lives. “I don’t know, Pop.” “Call him.” “In a little while. He’ll be here.” “Call him now.” “Okay.” My mom asks around. “There’s a payphone in the hall around a corner.” As we rush out to call Ben, a new arrival asked my mom “How does he look?” “Like death warmed over”.

We get to the payphone. She slips in the coins, dials, waits… “Ben, where are you?... Are you coming? … Ben, he’s dying… Everybody knows you’re not here. He asked for you, that’s why I’m calling… Ben, please… This may be your last ch--… Fine, ‘Bye.” She hung up. I followed her back. She went straight to my grandfather’s bedside. “Where’s Ben? Is he coming?” She calmly states, “Ben said he’s not coming. I told him. He’s not coming, Pop. I tried.” My grandfather’s face got red and weird. He sat bolt upright and summoned a voice from his tailbone: “When a man is dying his sons are by his side. If Ben’s not coming, I’m not dying!” The two male nurses came running into the room and had to push my grandfather back down to a semi-sitting position, “That bastard owes me two hundred dollars!” “Okay! Clear the room, folks! Clear the room, please! The patient is over-excited. Out. Everybody. Out! Now!” “If Ben’s not coming, I’m not dying!” A nurse shuts the door.



A few months later, the four of us (Mom, Dad, Sis, and me) drove to Mom’s Mom (Big Grandma). As soon as I crossed the threshold, I was immediately sent off to the neighborhood Bakery & Bagel Factory a block-and-a-half away to pick up a baker’s dozen of “…Fresh-from-the oven bagels. Go in through the back delivery door, the man there knows you’re coming, he’ll give you the order. You don’t have to pay. Go.”

Like a good, obedient kid of 16, I obeyed, turned, and went. I’d gone into the Bakery & Bagel Factory many times as a customer on errands for my grandparents throughout my childhood – I was just a customer from the neighborhood. But I’d never gone in through the back. I walk down the alley and go in through the back door to a huge, baking room with a grey-haired man only wearing tidy-whitey-white undershorts, wife beater undershirt, bare skinny legs, black socks, black leather shoes and a kerchief tied around his forehead to keep the sweat from running down into his eyes. He’s throwing wooden logs into a furnace for a large, baking-oven. It’s Big Grandpa! My grandfather! For real. The doctors at the hospital had said my grandfather was cured of pneumonia but he needed to go back to work - his diet and immune system were shot. He was in his 80’s. Amazingly, the bagel factory/store a block-and-a-half from his apartment, had an ad out for “…a man to work the oven”.


Thankfully, Ben never showed up. At the time, I wondered about the possibility Ben wanted to keep his father alive by not showing up (a 16-year-old’s fantasy). On the other hand, ‘Big Grandpa’, my dying grandfather whom I was convinced I was carrying to his deathbed, kept his word, was released to Home Care two weeks after his room was cleared of relatives and mourners, and lived a very feisty 12 more years.

xxx



5.College, The Punch, The Girl, & Show Biz

I was just another weird, quirky, curious kid who loved my mom and believed my dad was weird, to be obeyed, and not my friend. I went to college because my parents wanted me to go to college. Unfortunately, I was an ‘obedient child’ and obediently buried it. Buried “What”? “Desire”.

I chose a college that would be okay with my parents and also for me – one that had an Art School. After much haggling and pleading, they allowed me to choose Syracuse University because I noted they had an MBA in Industrial Design, (a proven “career” to my father. My personal research went as far as: the title had the word “Design” in it which I associated with the word “Art”. I assumed it would be a course in how Art influenced Industry and Industry influenced Art. Not even close. And I wouldn’t suspect I was a dyslexic for another 30 years. I fronted with Creativity).

I convinced myself that The Industrial Design Department’s curriculum - which was definitely part of Syracuse University’s School of Art but consisted of designing my own sweet, cool, macho, teardrop-shaped exoskeletons for weird-shaped machinery, with renderings of them sparkling with ‘Ollies’ (white penciled asterisks) glistening off the edges of chrome on artistic paper. I kept convincing myself this was just like Art School. Not.

In reality, Industrial Design involved long hours of studying, or in the university’s machine tool shop (all mechanical, no ‘digital’ back-in-the-day), actually building my smooth dream-designed objects out of clay, paper, wood, metal etc., along with all my fellow students and tasks and machines. Plus, the major courses in engineering, math, industrial engineering, physics, mechanical invention, adaption and/or re-tooling. After being thrown out twice: once for “Experimenting with the University’s Newly Purchased, Metal Break-Press Machine”, and once for “going over the head of a professor”. Miraculously, I wheedled my way back in both times while keeping it from my parents. I didn’t want to disappoint them. Not yet.

In the fifth year of a five-year ‘Industrial Design’ Matriculation - I suddenly realized I was simply on a minor league ‘A’ team conveyor belt for the Detroit Michigan Majors: Ford and General Motors. Who knew? Not me, though I handled it sort of well. My choices were two: Go along to get along: Adapting by adopting or: Not. And what to my wondering eyes should appear? But the terrible “Horse Latitudes of My Comfort Zone”. I saw My Life Beyond Graduation Day as life in a small sailboat on a windless, flat sea to all horizons. In the home I grew up in, life seemed like a slow ride down a dull, straight road filled with woeful potholes. The word ‘Ennui’ comes to mind. Not so when I arrived at Syracuse as a freshman. To start with, my freshman dorm roommate and I (Bob G), through a fluke mistake in room-assignments) were assigned the exact same courses (except for two random ones) and assigned the same room in our freshman dorm. In the Dorm Assignments Flyer, that was a Specific ‘No-No’ Rule. We never reported it and it was a definite advantage. I’d have recommended to the school that a Yes-Yes Rule replace the No-No one as it certainly helped Bob and me, but I didn’t want to blow our grade averages.

We helped each other in all our common assignments all through the five years at Syracuse. Even though he joined a very upscale fraternity while I joined a more modest and forthright frat, we still had the same courses. Thus, I managed to keep an A minus average while being thrown out of the college twice and talking my way back in each time. Much thanks to Bob and my Grade-Point Average. My parents never knew. Jim Brown was winning all the football games for us. My only regret in life is that I didn’t stay thrown out the first time.

xxx



6.Busting a Move

My journey into Show Business began the afternoon of the day I was to graduate from Syracuse University with a Degree in Industrial Design, in The Orange Bar, a popular student hangout just off campus.

I warned my parents not to drive all the way up from Far Rockaway, Long Island to Syracuse just to see the graduation ceremonies, it was a waste of time, and I wasn’t going to participate anyway, “I’m not going. I refuse to put on those ridiculous Black Robes and Mortarboard Hats and listen to a 50-50 chance of hearing a stupid speech in the hot sun for hours just to be able to throw my mortarboard in the air and take off the black robes (sic). No. Don’t come.” They drove up anyway. They arrived the night before so they could get good seats at the 2 pm ceremony the next day. Next morning, I called them at the hotel and told them to go to the ceremony without me and I’ll meet them afterwards. They hated the idea. I was adamant. My dad listened. My mom hung up.

At 1 pm I was at the local campus bar-hangout, “The Orange Bar & Grill”. I wasn’t drinking, I’m not a drinker. I just liked the crowd and the noise for a little while instead of sitting in my apartment or going to my graduation ceremony. Students come and go, shout “Hi!”, move on, wave, more pile in. Sunie
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