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 INTRODUCTION

SUDDENLY I WAS AWAKE.

“Don’t move.”

The words seemed to come from inside my head, low and emphatic.

What was that incessant, droning sound? I was falling backward, but I was not moving.

“Don’t move.”

I flexed my toes, balled my fists, and counted the tubes in my arms and in my groin, remembering the strict instructions not to reposition myself no matter what, because I might bleed out. That’s right . . . bleed out.

It was coming back quickly now. I had blood thinners coursing through my arteries. Something in my arm, no, shoulder, had sent several hundred blood clots down my arm. When they reached an artery too small to pass, they stuck there, blocking any fresh blood and suffocating my flesh. My fingers had slowly turned blue—cold and tingly.

We were attacking back. Heparin, the clot-busting, blood-thinning wonder drug would set everything straight again—I hoped. My arm throbbed—probably the drug’s healing effects. I flexed and folded the fingers on my left hand again, lifting it a few inches off the bed to get a look at it. My fingers still felt swollen, but at least they didn’t look as blue. I turned my hand and it started to tingle.

I put it down carefully. I did not want to “bleed out.” Just like in Ghost-busters , I knew “It would be bad.”

Something was stabbing between my eyes and pooling behind my head—an excruciatingly bright heat. That ceaseless noise wasn’t helping at all.

I glanced around me as best as I could without moving my head too much. Yep, I was still in the ICU, with my new friends, a collection of medical machines, ticking away, hanging over the bed to scrutinize my every heartbeat.

But just as I focused on the IV, the heart monitor next to it disappeared . What?

I looked carefully, trying to see the monitor in my periphery. No luck. So I refixed my gaze on the heart monitor directly. There it was, doing its job—I presumed.

Apparently, my new blind spot was with me for the long haul. S#!%.

I closed my eyes and felt . . . worse. Lightning strikes flashed through the darkness. How was that even possible? Then the dizziness hit, and every small movement generated a new, awful sensation. I was falling, spinning, freezing, floating. Nausea rolled on my tongue like a ball bearing.

That’s right: “Don’t move.”

The bed was a dingy in rough seas. Oh, no! I realized, I’m not supposed to move. How am I going to throw up?


That’s when it hit me how hungry I was. How many days had it been? At least three. I heard the ICU nurses in the hallway, talking, joking, laughing. One of them yelled to the other one, who must’ve been walking away, “Yeah, that’s what she said!”

Huh. Is there nothing original anymore, ever?

“Don’t move.”

Oh, Lord, how I wanted to get up and just walk out of there. My ass was killing me. My back ached, even the skin on it was tender, and my legs were angry for lack of use. I could just feel my muscles slipping off my bones. For the athlete in me, this was torture, but the doctors assured me that this treatment was the only way to save my arm, and even that was still uncertain.

What would I do without my left arm?

Luckily, right then came another wave of nausea to distract me from my speculations. How can a person feel like puking when there is nothing in there? I flexed my feet to give my legs a small release. Boy, that got me even dizzier.

I was on a Tilt-A-Whirl, but there was nothing amusing about it. I just wanted some peace and quiet, to go back to sleep. I wished, for the thousandth time, that the nurses would shut off that infernal generator. Its relentless humming was driving me crazy.

And that’s when it finally dawned on me: The sound was coming from inside my head. It was that smoldering, wet heat at the base of my skull. Intrinsically, I knew that this was the real problem.

And all the rest of this, the tube in my groin—the one crossing through my heart to deliver the clot-busting medicine directly to my shoulder and arm, the reason I was not permitted to move—was simply a distraction. It was an effective diversion, for now. Look at that tube. I pondered with incredulity the precious plastic passing innocuously through my heart, even as my heart kept beating. But the impartial tube, the faithful heart, the treacherous shoulder, the angry throbbing arm, the tingling hand and blue fingers, even my deceitful eyes—none of those sinister concerns could compete with what was happening in my head. My brain was the thing.

I understood. Although the end had not yet come, I was teetering on the brink of complete destruction. So I clung clumsily to the distractions of my circumstances in the ICU of this famous hospital. And while I examined this new life, the old one flashed in my memory: playing football in the snow in our front yard with my neighbors, driving alone for the first time in my ’67 Ford Mustang, riding the subways in Paris. It all seemed so surreal and fast. Fear is an extraordinary artist, stimulating the mind to reminisce, as if to divine where fairytale meets horror novel.

Through it all I couldn’t help but think: What did I do to deserve this?






PART I

DEMIGOD





 MINNESOTA BOY

YEARS AGO—not long after I’d first moved to Hollywood—my good friend Tony “The Head” Federico arranged for us to play golf with Joe Pesci. I was a nobody actor and was thrilled. Plus I was (and still am) a golf nut.

So it is Tony (Italian), my buddy Rafe Battiste (Italian), and Joe (yep, Italian), and me. We meet and greet on the first tee, hit our shots, and start walking down the fairway together. Joe is not quite average height—I have close to ten inches on him—but he has an intimidating manner and a strong, irresistible confidence about who he is.

I am walking next to him. Joe squints up at me, and with his clipped, heavy New Jersey drawl (sounding much like the characters he plays), demands, “Sorbo? What the f@*# is Sorbo?”

I look at him and say, “I’m Norwegian. One hundred percent.”

Without missing a beat he scoffs, “F@*# that! Norwegian! Your name ends with a f-ing vowel! You’re a f-ing Italian!”

We’ve been friends ever since.
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I’m just your average guy who was blessed with a solid upbringing from good, loving, first-generation Norwegian parents with full American values. I was the fourth of five kids, all boys save for one girl, who was stuck  in the middle. We lived on a quiet cul-de-sac (we called it a dead end back in those days) across the street from my best friends, Mark and Dan, whom I still see at least once a year.

Our house had three bedrooms and a bathroom—trust me, nothing fancy on my father’s salary as a junior high school teacher. We had a great yard that was surrounded by other sprawling yards with homes similar to mine. Between them, they housed an army of kids and provided a wonderful, magical world to grow up in. At the bottom of our street there was a park with a moat-like street called Clover Circle guarding it. It was perfect for a gaggle of kids to play baseball, football, and basketball as well as to use as a make-out spot when we hit our teen years (yes, Mom and Dad, this did transpire on more than one occasion). Farther down there was Dutch lake, where I would immerse myself in the cold water during the humid Minnesota summers. I’d play on Carlson’s raft until the water got too cold in those gusty autumns that heralded another Midwest winter.

The years passed slowly and happily. I don’t have the horror stories of childhood that so many seem to remember. I had great parents, a cozy neighborhood, and an unpretentious small town to grow up in, with dedicated coaches and teachers who were instrumental in forming the man I would become.

I was an A-B student throughout my school years, and although I was a jock, I got along with everyone, from the burnouts to the nerds. I loved sports most and entertained dreams of being a professional basketball player. (What jock doesn’t?)

When I was eleven my elementary school teachers took our class downtown to the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis to see The Merchant of Venice. A field trip to the city was an exciting reprieve from schoolwork, but this one was more than that—it was the day I fell in love with the stage. Shakespeare convinced me on that afternoon of my love for theater, performance, and language. The actors and how they commanded the attention of everyone in the room mesmerized me. It wasn’t “real,” and yet they still made people listen, think, laugh, and cry. That was tremendous power. The match had been lit and my passion ignited. Later on, though, I had no idea what to do with that enthusiasm because  my parents would never condone a career in Hollywood. And I loved my sports too much to confess my interest in drama to my teammates: They would have crucified me! So I shoved acting onto a back burner. I kept the heat low but always watched the stove.

I enrolled at Moorhead State University in northern Minnesota across the Red River from Fargo, North Dakota. I did continue to play sports, but looking around the field at the other very talented athletes in my Division III university, I soon realized that I needed more realistic plans than to be a football or basketball star. I settled on pursuing a business degree and disclosed to no one my fantasy of making it in Hollywood.

After Christmas break my junior year, I was driving back to Moorhead State on I-94 North in a breezy old Ford Mustang Grande when a Minnesota blizzard struck. My car was quickly engulfed—it was a complete whiteout. I drove slowly, hoping to find an exit with some shelter, like a gas station or restaurant, but that turned out to be pointless on this desolate stretch of highway. (This was well before cell phones.)

There I was, a lone vehicle on the barren frozen tundra, thirty miles south of Fargo/Moorhead. It might as well have been three hundred. Armed with a Snickers bar and a quarter tank of gas—while freezing my ass off—I passionately announced out loud how much I hated the cold. For the umpteenth time. I pounded the steering wheel and shivered.

The shadows of dusk crept in. A snowplow or rescue team might not come until morning. That suspicion was confirmed when the radio blurted that all traffic had been cleared of the stretch of road I was traveling. “Wait!! I’m still stuck out here in this crap!”

I carefully forged ahead through the storm at a blistering five miles per hour, just hoping I would stay on the road. Then . . . THUD!

I hit something. Actually, I had nudged up against something solid—another car. I couldn’t go any further, so I got out of my car in the seventy-five-degrees-below-zero-with-wind-chill weather and felt my way over to the car I had bumped into.

I discovered four girls from Concordia College, a private college just blocks from my own. First, I made sure they were all right. Then I took in the new development. Four coeds! Suddenly my prospects didn’t seem so dismal.

They informed me that there were two more cars right in front of them and we were all sitting in front of a bridge that was closed off by the now twelve-foot snowdrift. There would be no more driving tonight, that much was clear.

I stayed in my car until it ran out of gas. Then I joined the coeds in their car for warmth. We all still froze, but at least we wouldn’t die alone.

I joke now about the coeds, but truth be told, it was a frightening situation. Throughout the night, the talk turned to what-ifs: What if we’re not found in time? And we kept our fears stoked with memories of the annual news reports of people freezing to death in similar situations. I tried to concentrate on the other stories—the ones with the happy endings.

It turned out we would be the latter. After a four-hour drive and six hours stalled in the blizzard, a blast of light hit us from behind. One of the cars in front of us had been able to reach the police on their CB radio and tell the rescue squad where we were.

I almost lost two of my toes to frostbite. I had been cold and hungry, contemplating death and thinking about life. That is often the stuff of epiphanies, and there it was: I knew what I wanted to do with my life.

I was no longer content to sit out in the cold. With only one quarter to finish up on my double major in marketing and advertising, I dropped out of school, determined to market and advertise myself—and make my life as an actor.






 COLD FEET

THE WHOLE IDEA of moving to Los Angeles still intimidated this small-town boy. I knew not a soul out there, so I decided instead to follow Candace, my girlfriend, to Dallas, Texas, where she assured me all kinds of modeling work awaited. She had been modeling around the world for years. There in Dallas I started diving into acting classes and auditioning for commercials.

After eighteen months Candace convinced me to travel to Italy with her. (I didn’t need much convincing, by the way.) We spent eight months in Milan, went to Paris for six, then on to Zurich, Hamburg, London, Scandinavia, and Belguim, ending eventually in Munich.

Modeling is the most amazing work if you can get it, and I was lucky enough to get it. My bookings took me to the Canary Islands, Tunisia, and the pyramids in Egypt, where a camel spit at me. Modeling jobs lasted anywhere from a day to two weeks long, and the people hiring wanted to be able to enjoy their work. This training ground was where I first learned that it isn’t only about looks or talent; it’s equally important to have a personality that others enjoy, or they will find someone else—someone they like better—for the job.

It was an amazing and valuable experience to spend three and a half years in that environment, but eventually I got tired of modeling. I loved the travel it offered, but my creative side was ready to bust out. Candace was tiring of the model life as well. She proposed we move back home to  Minneapolis to get married. She wanted me to take a job working for her stepfather’s real estate company. She had big plans for us.

My plans were big too, but that is where the similarities stopped. She didn’t believe in my dream to be an actor. Her parents didn’t either. Hell, I am sure most people didn’t. What was I thinking, after all? That I could just march into Hollywood and announce, “Hey, here I am!”? The easy money is on disappointment: Most people fail in show business. Even with small successes, the chances of making a career of acting are close to nil.

Stupid or smart, I believed in me. Candace’s insistence on her own dream forced my hand. I committed, instead, to move to Hollywood and prove myself.

“I can’t believe you’re walking out on us!”

“I can’t believe you won’t let me live my dream,” I answered. Ah, the drama of youth!

I rode the midnight train to Milan for one last visit. After all, this was where my European journey started; it seemed only right that this was where it should end. I stayed up all night, leaning out an open window of the train as it lumbered through the small, sleeping towns of the Bavarian Alps. The purple, star-filled sky and warm breezes prompted me to replay the previous five years of my life. My three-month European summer vacation had ended up being three years of “the road less traveled,” putting my plans for what I felt was my destiny on hold.

There are no regrets, though. I had grown up over there—matured.

A sweet sadness came over me, but it felt good. The heavy shell cracked and light shone in, daring me to come out. I was filled with anticipation.

After three final months in Milan I headed home for another family Christmas in Mound, Minnesota—and a big life shift.
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In June 1986 I landed in Los Angeles, working in commercials to support myself: Doritos on the beach, Pert shampoo at the gym. I shot a Japanese chewing gum commercial and had to smoke for it (disgusting) and a hilarious one for beer as an Indiana Jones–type discovering a genie in a lantern: “It says ‘Bud Lite,’ not ‘rub light’!” It was a step in the right direction, and I loved it: being on set and watching the crew, the directors, and producers. Any time in front of the camera was good for me, just to put those miles on.

The commercial world is very competitive. I worked my tail off and made my luck happen. Nothing was handed to me. No uncle in the business. I dedicated myself and took the wisdom of a friend in Minnesota who reminded me that it’s called show business, not show show.

My apartment in Santa Monica was a third-floor walk-up unit. Nothing fancy, but I didn’t need fancy. I needed functional, and it was a short walk to the beach and a five-minute bike ride to Gold’s Gym, which soon became my second home.

Gold’s Gym was the workout palace for bodybuilders and power lifters, and even for the rest of us guys who just needed a good, serious workout. It was not, by any standards, a social club. In a warehouse building, blocks from the beach, it was big but not spacious, and it reeked of brute strength, blood, sweat, and steroids. This was where I went to pound out the frustrations of my day. This was where I bench-pressed away the traffic, the lazy casting directors, the rude assistants, the snobby actor-types, and, most importantly, the unavoidable, ubiquitous rejection.

After the gym I would often take a lengthy bike ride or rollerblade along the miles of pristine beachfront that the Los Angeles seaboard offers. From Pacific Palisades to Hermosa, Manhattan, or Redondo Beach, the spectacular ocean, with its cool, cleansing breezes, provided another type of respite from the pressures of my insatiable drive for success.

Newton stated that a body in motion tends to remain in motion unless acted upon by an external force. That was me. I didn’t work out to stay in shape; I was in great shape because I craved exercise. Physical exertion was my coping mechanism for a high-stress career. While I worked out on the Stairmaster, I read scripts or studied lines. If I had downtime, I wouldn’t sit on the couch; I’d be on the move. When I had a  headache, I’d go for a jog on the beach. My buddies from home started calling their visits “Boot Camp Sorbo” for the grueling workouts I subjected them to, complaining they needed a vacation from their vacation!

After I had been in LA for a few years my hard work was paying off. I was booking so many jobs that my commercial reputation began to catch up to me. I would show up at an audition and the guys, most of whom I knew by then, would say, “Okay, might as well go home, guys. Sorbs is here, now!” If the commercial shot out of the country, I inevitably got it. Don’t ask me why; it just happened. In the three years leading up to Hercules I shot forty commercials. I knew I was doing well when my commercial agent showed me on the casting notice that the client was looking for a “Kevin Sorbo” type. Of course, I did not get that job.






 MR. WRONG

I WAS WORKING STEADILY in commercials and also landing regular TV guest roles. The demanding acting classes I enjoyed were paying off. Life was good, I guess, except for my love life. I was a driven man; I didn’t have time to fall in love.

Don’t get me wrong—I was looking. But the exploring and experimenting was starting to bore me. I just couldn’t find the right girl. I had dated this one girl for three years—a great woman—but I just couldn’t give her what she wanted. Yeah, typical male excuse, I know: “It’s me, not you.” But it was true. It was, in fact, me. I wasn’t ready for marriage, and I hurt her when I walked away. I know because for a long time she really disliked me, to put it politely. My buddies back in Minnesota gave me a hard time for that one too. “Boobs and bucks! What are you, an idiot?” She came from big money, but I am not the type to marry someone for financial security. I preferred to make it on my own.

I remember meeting a gorgeous, leggy blond at a big party that my modeling agent, Nina Blanchard, threw back in 1986 to welcome new models to Los Angeles. I had just moved to Los Angeles. Jennifer was statuesque and stunning as she stood in the entry with Nina. I was not without my own charms, though, so I walked up to them both, proffering glasses of white wine, and Nina offered a gracious introduction.

Jennifer and I immediately hit it off. We both definitely felt the chemistry as we talked and joked the night away, managing to ensure that we  sat next to each other at the dinner table. We got caught up in our conversation, and after dinner finished we moved to an intimate corner by the pool behind the house, where she immediately lit up a cigarette.

The cozy property overlooked the sparkling lights of West Hollywood. It was glamorous and romantic and seductive, but after about an hour outside—and three or four cigarettes—I made the excuse that it was late, and I prepared to go. She looked me over, a puzzled expression on her face.

I offered a sad smile. “You’re probably wondering why I’m not asking you for your number.”

She candidly admitted she was. Boy, she was beautiful. This was such a waste.

“I can’t date you,” I gently explained. “You smoke.”

She did a slow burn right in front of my eyes. Clearly, she was not accustomed to being rejected. “Wow. Um, wow. You would let something that trivial get in the way of a relationship?”

I cut to the chase. “Yeah, pretty much. It’s just not that trivial to me, I guess. Sorry,” I shrugged.

“F@*# off,” she said, pushing past me back into the house.

What can I say? I was picky. I had kissed smokers before and knew it was an incredible turnoff for me. But I deserved that; I had wasted her time, and Hollywood is not the place where a girl can afford to waste even one evening.

I met another woman, Tiffany, at a commercial audition. We struck up a flirty conversation during the long wait, and sparks flew between us. That Friday I took Tiffany to dinner at an upscale, trendy Italian restaurant where the “who” of the “who’s who” hung out. She picked it, knowing the city far better than I did.

Tiffany was wearing skin-tight jeans and a blousy white top, and beneath the makeup and feathered hair was an eager girl, desperate to get ahead in the industry. I’ve always admired drive and determination; I identify with it, which may be why I was attracted to her in the first place. Well, that, and she was hot too.

When we entered said hot spot she called the maître d’ by name and they kissed on both cheeks. Very European, I thought. On the way to our  table Tiffany spotted some friends who were eating and stopped briefly to chat. The food and smells were tantalizing, and I was hungry and slightly impatient as she flitted to yet another table to talk. I also found it odd that she did not introduce me at either table.

It was a busy night and the place was hopping. Finally, we sat down at a cozy table by the windows. I was looking forward to getting to know my companion a little better. “How long have you been in LA?” I asked her. “Oh, four years, but it feels like forever. How about you?” I never got the chance to answer. Tiffany glanced up over her menu and waved to another group of people she obviously knew. “Excuse me. I will be right back.” They were just leaving, so she ran over to kiss and hug them goodbye. I was starting to get a bit miffed with the disappearing act, but I decided patience was called for. This was, after all, Hollywood, and connections and who you know can be the key to your big break.

When the waiter brought our drinks, she ran back over to ask for a dinner salad and shrimp pasta, and I ordered a prosciutto e melone and steak. Then off she went to talk to a fourth group of friends. Seriously? She motioned in my direction, pointing me out to her friends. I smiled and waved good-naturedly. Then I watched, mystified, as she moved over to yet another table. As they served our starters, she came back to her seat and we began to eat.

“You sure know a lot of people,” I offered.

“Yeah. I make friends a lot. Oh my god! See that table that is just sitting down over there?” She pointed, they saw her, then she waved excitedly. “I met the girl at Helena’s last week. That is so strange to run into her here. Plus I’m pretty sure that’s a guy I dated a couple of times last year. I have to go say hi. I’ll be right back . . .”

I ate alone for a few minutes as my patience ran out. Clearly I was the only one on this date. I stewed for a bit longer and then flagged down a waiter.

“I’d like to order us a bottle of Dom Perignon, please.”

Now, I knew this was no cheap bottle of champagne, and sure enough, it got her undivided attention when she returned to our table. She was very impressed, apologizing for all the “distractions.”

We toasted the evening, new beginnings, and some other nonsense, and then I announced that I needed the restroom. I joked that it was my turn to leave her at the table. Fake laughter ensued.

“Okay, I’ll meet you back here, then, in a few!” she said as I walked away. She stood up, too, to find more friends.

I calmly went toward the bathroom but cut through the kitchen, getting surprised looks from the chef and his staff. I tipped the valet guy and never looked back, though I did regret leaving behind that steak.

Yeah, being a gentleman with a Midwest upbringing, I had felt compelled to leave a few C-notes under my plate to cover the bill.

But I kind of hope she didn’t find them.
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One day late in 1991 I was chatting with a few of my fellow actors in Richard Brander’s acting class. A friend overheard me mention that I was looking for a new manager and told me he had a great one. He passed on the info to me and I set up a meeting with her.

Enter Beverlee Dean.

I drove over to her Beverly Hills apartment where she lived and worked. The ground-floor apartments were actually below ground, with windows at street level. I always felt odd walking past people having dinner or watching TV, with them looking up at my feet.

Beverlee buzzed me in through the wrought-iron security gate to the pink, four-level 1950s building, and I walked up a half-flight of stairs to her door. She called out to me, “Let yourself in!”

The living room was cozy with old-fashioned furniture. I saw Beverlee, a diminutive woman in her mid-fifties, seated on a floral couch, surrounded by papers and scripts.

“Oh my God!”

Beverlee had puffy, bleached hair and an animated face. Her very keen eyes were wrapped in oversized black glasses, and those eyes were trained intently on me. “Oh my God!” She jumped up to stand, giving her only marginally more height. Papers fluttered. “Come over here!” she exclaimed. “Oh my God! What is wrong with you? Do you do drugs?”

She wore black leggings and, on her large torso, a black-and rust-patterned shiny shirt that fell to her knees. She gave the impression of one of those wooden dolls with legs suspended under an umbrella dress—if you start them walking downhill, they self-propel.

“No! God, no. I . . .”

“Are you high? Where have you been?”

“Uh, I’m not sure what you mean. Our appointment was for two o’-clock, and it’s just two now. Sorry if—”

“No, no, no. That’s not what I mean. I mean, what’s wrong with you?” she barked. “Have you been hiding under a rock? What have you been doing all this time? Why aren’t you a star? You should be a star.”

“Oh. Well, uh, thank you, I guess.” It sounded like more of an accusation than a compliment.

“Let me see what you’ve got there,” she said as she repositioned herself on the sofa. I handed her my résumé and photos, then I lowered myself into a mint-colored chair. She flipped cavalierly through the two pages and let them float down on the sprawling piles of papers, scripts, folders, and actor photos that hid the coffee table before relaxing back into the well-worn couch.

“Are you a gambler? Are you sick? What’s wrong with you?”

This was getting uncomfortable now. “No. I’m just an actor. I do a lot of commercials right now, but I’ve been getting some good bit parts—like Cheers—lately. Why are you asking these questions?”

“Kevin,” she said. She leaned forward to scrutinize me. “Kevin Sorbo.” She withdrew, smiling. “I have a sense about these things, Kevin. You should be a star, and I know you will be. And I can help you do that. If you promise me that there’s no funny business with you, that you are a normal guy—no drugs, no . . . you know—that you are who you say you are. I think great things will come your way. In fact, write down this phrase.”

She rooted around the end table, found a pen in the mess there, and then ripped the blank end-page off a script near her thigh. Handing them to me, she dictated, “‘Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their country’ and sign it.”

I printed as directed and signed my name below. There was something compelling about her, despite her obvious eccentricity.

I handed her the paper when I finished and sat back in my chair, waiting for—I was not sure what.

After a moment Beverlee threw her head back and laughed. “I knew it! There are great things ahead for you, Kevin Sorbo. I see it right here, in black and white. You see, I read handwriting, and yours is fantastic. Well, it’s not really fantastic, because it’s a bit sloppy, but that’s not what I see here. I see a big career with a huge hit series. I see a lot of travel. I see you moving far away. Oh . . . never mind, you’ll be back. You are going to be a huge TV star. But you won’t be shooting here in LA. I’ll even say you are going to the other side of the earth, like Australia or someplace, so don’t be surprised.”

Now it was my turn for suspicion. “Ms. Dean, are you for real?”

“Oh, don’t worry, honey. I know. I freak people out a bit, but I’ve been doing this for ages. People, big people, powerful heads of studios, used to pay me for this stuff. The pay was good too, and I did a lot of good for them. Then one day I said something they didn’t like, and now I’m living in a rent-controlled apartment instead of a Bel Air mansion. But don’t worry, kiddo, I prefer working with real people—like you. And yes, what I see is real. What I see in your handwriting is golden.”

“I’d like to believe that, Beverlee.” I smiled at her, wondering at her sureness.

“Oh, Kevin, that’s another thing. Call me Bev. We’re gonna know each other a long time. Might as well make it familiar already.”






 SUPERMAN

IT WAS PILOT SEASON, when all the networks thrashed around, casting shows for their new fall lineups. Back then, January through April in this town was crazy. I sometimes had several auditions in a day, driving around on rain-slicked Southern California roadways, leaving plenty of time to circumvent the recent transplants from the Midwest or, worse, New Yorkers. If you couldn’t afford to move to LA full time, you came for pilot season and learned to drive while finding your way to castings.

In acting classes or seminars people often state that casting agents want nothing more than to see you get the part because then their job is done. But in practice—well, let’s just say, “It’s complicated.”

The audition process is crappy. Think American Idol without the immediate feedback. Although there are various ways a person becomes an agent in Hollywood, many theatrical casting agents are failed actors, putting them immediately at odds with successful ones. You never know what you might come up against in a new casting office. Casting agents can be self-assured, supportive, tough, or simply disinterested. They wield a ton of power and they know it. In general, they already have a “look” or “type” they want for a role. Sometimes the part is offered to a “star name,” but maybe that person is also playing hard-to-get, so the casting agent goes through the motions of finding someone else—to motivate said name to sign on the dotted line. Politics are huge in this game, and the casting couch is still in the rotation too.

Coming from mild-mannered Minnesota, I was surprised to find Hollywood people at no loss for words when it came to judgment. They said I was too old, too young, too tall, too short (I’m six-foot-three), too muscular, too big, too insecure, too self-confident, too late, and too early. Everyone had an opinion, but the perpetual rejection only fueled my fire to prove them all wrong.

After almost seven years of kicking around LA, I was established as a working actor and had learned to navigate the turbulent and fickle audition process. When Bev called with an important audition, I was ready.

“Kevin. The studio is casting for a new show about Superman. It’s perfect for you! It’s got the charm of Moonlighting and the magic of the comic books. It’s a network show, Kev.”

The Man of Steel! Now, here’s a part I can really get into, I thought.

I couldn’t help myself, though, so I asked, “Do I have to wear tights?”

Bev laughed. “What? No! It’s present-day!”


Lois and Clark had a great premise and a snappy script. The audition scenes (those pages are called “sides” by insiders) were witty and fun. I prepared fully, as usual. I wasn’t paying for three acting classes a week and driving countless hours in rush-hour traffic to ever consider going unprepared to an audition. I arrived, signed in, and took a seat in the waiting room. There were a few guys there but no one I knew, so I sat quietly, waiting my turn and rehearsing my scenes in my head.

The casting assistant came out with an actor who was leaving and announced that we would only be reading the first scene. Typical, but I didn’t begrudge them. They knew as soon as you walked in the room if they had any interest (usually not). One scene was usually enough to put any doubt to rest.

I had about a forty-five-minute wait.

Rooms can feel cold or warm, and a lot of that has to do with the casting director. They can greet you with a friendly smile or treat you with indifference, or worse. Sometimes it can be distracting when the casting director or assistant who is reading a scene with you tries to do too much with the dialogue—or too little, like not even looking at you while you’re acting the scene. Today, I got lucky: Barbara Miller genuinely liked actors and enjoyed her job. She read opposite me and emoted a little as  well. The entire experience was a pleasure. Plus, I was sure I nailed the reading.

At least in my mind I nailed it. Casting agents may say all sorts of things in the room, but usually they are mildly positive. Barbara thanked me for coming in with an encouraging smile, giving me the feeling that I had done well.

Not long before this audition I had reached that certain point in my career: I stopped beating myself up after castings. As long as I was happy with the way I did a scene, that was all that mattered. After an audition I would no longer get into my car and start banging on my steering wheel, cussing myself out for sucking at the audition and wishing I had done it differently. Every actor can write that same story. But about eight months before this Superman audition, I had made a commitment to stop doing that. And my life changed. My confidence rose, I got better feedback, and I booked more jobs. I had managed to find my peace in Hollywood—not an easy thing to do.

Sure enough, I got a callback to meet with the Lois and Clark producers. It was back to the Warner Bros. lot for a chance to meet the big shots at Lorimar. This was the same production company that later did the show Friends (you may have heard of it).

So now I was meeting Barb Miller and Les Moonves. Les has since gone on to run CBS for the last dozen years. Anyway, I nailed the reading again and was feeling pretty good.

I was called back a third time to test for the studio against four other actors. (The final audition.) My salary, and all other aspects of my potential hiring, had already been negotiated. A receptionist handed each actor our contracts for signature prior to our being allowed to enter the inner sanctum, in which, we knew, waited impatient, demanding network producers, executives, and writers. Adrenalin gripped my pen. It was nerve wracking right outside the final audition, but I also enjoyed the thrill: This was crunch time, with minutes left in the game and a tie score.

They wanted me to read opposite an actress being considered for the role of Lois. This is also typical when casting a big show, but it certainly adds to the pressure because your performance really depends a good  deal on what the other person may or may not do. The chemistry between the two lead actors is important, and you have about a minute to establish some connection—anything—before beginning the scene.

I read with Teri Hatcher, who eventually earned the female lead, and they asked me to hang around in the waiting area for a bit longer afterward, together with another actor, Dean Cain. Dean and I sort of knew then that it was going to be one of us playing the Man of Steel. We both read a second time with Teri and parted ways. At that point, knowing Dean to be a strong, leading-man type, I figured we both had an equal shot at the role.

On the drive back to Santa Monica, my pager buzzed. I pulled over at the top of Barham Boulevard, the busy intersection overlooking the freeway, by a run-down liquor store that had a payphone in the parking lot. I dialed back. It was Barb Miller, who immediately congratulated me.

“Whooohooo!” I screamed into the drone of the passing traffic. I got the part! I was stunned. I was in shock. I was actually trembling. Barb was kind on the phone, saying something like, “Well, Kevin, this is big, but you deserve it.” She was genuinely happy for me. After thanking her and hanging up the phone, I looked around. These weren’t the most auspicious surroundings for a life-changing experience, but they sure looked different at that moment. Everything was right with the world.

I got back in my car and let it soak in. My pager buzzed again, and I knew Barb had called Beverlee. I dialed Bev and we celebrated together with my agent, Nevin, and then I returned to my car.

I couldn’t drive yet. I yelled, loudly, sitting there in my idling car. A network show, playing Superman! Then I yelled again. It was the highest high I had ever felt—higher than I got playing a varsity football or basketball game, higher than landing any role before. I was up in the clouds. How could life get any better than this?

That night, I called my parents in Minnesota and all my school friends to share the great news. It was finally sinking in, and I felt like I had arrived at the end of a long, strenuous journey. Bev had been right! (Even if her geography was off by half a world.)

I slept like a baby—once I finally could sleep—and got up early the next morning for a jog. When I got home I made scrambled eggs for  breakfast, daydreaming about my promising future. Then the phone rang.

It was Barb Miller again. Very calmly, she told me the network had had a “change of heart.” They were going to go with Dean Cain for the role of Clark Kent.

My body went numb as the floorboards seemed to drop out from under me. “Kevin, I’m sorry.” Barb explained, embarrassed that she had apparently jumped the gun a bit by calling me the day before. “I’ve never seen them amend a cast decision afterward like this. They simply changed their minds.” I wondered silently who the hell “they” were. She apologized profusely and reassured me I still had great promise, while my mind raced to find some reason to reject this horrible defeat. You could have drilled my healthy teeth and thrown in a few major surgeries at that moment and I wouldn’t have felt a thing. In less than twenty-four hours I went from the top of Mount Everest to Hades. I was devastated. Superman was suddenly just a myth.

Not being a drinking man, I did what I always did, every day I could. I went to the gym and took all my frustrations out on the heavy steel in a mammoth workout. Then I hit the Santa Monica beach bike path and rode like a madman down to Hermosa Beach and back north to Pacific Palisades. I had to think, let off steam, and channel my frustration. This is an incredibly cruel business, from the highest of highs to the lowest of lows. I can’t recommend it to anyone. But acting was my drug, so I knew I simply had to find a way to get myself out of hell and back in the game.






 PAPERWORK

AT MY RIPE OLD AGE OF TEN, I have had my paper route for a year. To-day I am adding a second route (my older brother’s) to my delivery schedule. The alarm clock by the head of my bed rings at 4:30 A.M., but I quickly silence it. I have trained myself to rise early.

I resolutely drop my bare feet to the blue shag carpet and pull on the pair of socks I laid out the night before, careful not to wake my two older brothers, with whom I share a small room in our three-bedroom split-level. I slip on long johns and the rest of my clothes, shivering from the chilly predawn air, and I pad to our only bathroom to brush my teeth and do the rest of my morning ritual. To shake my body awake, I softly jump up and down on the frigid tiles.

My coat hangs by the front door along with my favorite blue knit hat, mittens, and scarf. I warm them up as I grab some cereal before heading outside into the frozen world.

My bicycle takes me the half-mile from my house to grab the paper drop, thinking of the newspaper truck driver who must get up even earlier than I do for his journey from Minneapolis. He probably gets paid more too, though.


There was no snowfall last night, but the wind is blowing gusts of it, lightly powdering everything again. The crystals on the large paper bundle immediately freeze through my mittens as I slice open its fetters,  putting the folded papers in the baskets on either side of my big-wheeled bicycle. My breath is white, but the work warms my arms.

I button my jacket and jump on to start the journey to the seventy-eight houses on my route. I can do this in my sleep—and almost have. (By the time I “retire” from paper delivery, I will have executed this routine for six days a week, fifty-two weeks each year for seven years.) This morning particularly, I would rather be in bed! Winters are especially brutal in Minnesota. With the windchill, at night temperatures easily drop way below freezing, and riding my bike in the predawn hours on the icy streets puts a frost in my bones that will take hours to thaw.

As I place papers in between screen doors and big, old wooden doors, the cold starts to set in. I ride up a hill, puffing small clouds, burning my legs. My lungs start to ache from the subzero air. I try to breathe through my nose, which is running now because of the cold. My hands solidify inside their flimsy shields, frozen air passing unhindered through the knitted wool. Even my eyes are sore, blinking against the wind.

On the way back down the hill, I ball my hands into fists, needing only small pushes to steer the bike that is virtually an extension of my body. I am more than halfway there, about to start my new second route.

I battle the cold with frozen resolve, and I finish.

Once home, I hastily drop my bike in the garage and head inside to change out of my long johns and grab some breakfast before school. First, I pump my fists to return the blood flow and speed the heat there. The feeling in my fingers slowly comes back, and I can unbutton my shirt.

Early in my life I began nurturing my sense of responsibility and a hearty determination to overcome anything that got in my way.






 HALF-GOD

THREE MONTHS HAD PASSED, and I was still feeling the intense rejection from the whole Superman incident. I knew this was part of my business, but sometimes the self-pity could just pile up and wear me down.

Nevin, my agent, called. “Kevin, Nevin here. I have a role that is perfect for you. It is a TV movie about Hercules—four of them, actually. I am sending the script to your apartment now. Check it out and tell me what you think.”


Hercules? From Superman to this? I laughed. I was a reasonably big guy, a tad over six-foot-three and 220 pounds at the time, but I figured they would need a guy who was 280 pounds of no-neck steroids to play the legendary half god–half mortal, the strongest man in the world. I thought about it for a while and then picked up the phone to chat with Beverlee. “I was just going to call you!” Although she didn’t exactly scream, she always had full-on cheerleader enthusiasm (just add megaphone).

“Bev, really? First Superman and now a Greek god? I am not in the mood to go through this, especially since you know they want some body-builder-on-the-beach dude. I’ll be wasting my time.”

Beverlee kept her cool. “Kevin, I read the script. You will love this. Just go in there and do what you do. Universal is planning on shooting four made-for-TV Hercules movies, and they are going to New Zealand! Remember what I told you when we first met? I told you Australia, I know.  New Zealand is close enough, though. I am right about these things, Kevin. I know.”

Silence. Deep breath. “Sure, Bev.” I said. “I will go in there and kick some butt.”

The actors in the waiting room at Universal Studios in Burbank ranged from skinny, wimpy dudes to guys much bigger than me. That gave me a little relief, actually, because I could see the studio didn’t even know what it wanted for this part. I determined to do my best with the sides (script pages) that, though no great tribute to Shakespeare, were meaty enough to dig my teeth into.

There were two scenes, and they asked me to read both of them. That was a good sign, so as I drove home after the audition, I called manager and agent, told them it went well, and then forgot about it. As usual, it was a crapshoot.

Two weeks later I got a callback. Callbacks indicate you’ve done something right. I showed up early at the same casting office, only to discover even more actors of every type waiting to audition, and no one I recognized from before. Clearly, they had no idea what they were looking for, but at least I was still in the running. My confidence intact, I performed the sides again, said thanks, and left.
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