

  

    

      

    

  




  Praise for Tab Hunter Confidential




  “This bio might be the best work of [Tab’s] career. He takes readers on a gleeful romp dotted with cameos ranging from Clint Eastwood to Roddy McDowall. Perhaps in homage to the genre he’s skewering, Hunter . . . has an excellent sense of tabloid TV rhythm.”




  —Entertainment Weekly




  “Hunter provides a mesmerizing account of his Candide-like journey through Hollywood. . . . [He] offers shrewd assessments of the studio moguls Jack Warner and Harry Cohn, as well as hilarious anecdotes about working with Natalie Wood, Rita Hayworth and Lana Turner.”




  —The New York Times Book Review




  “[A] wry and unblinkered memoir. . . . With that golden hair and torso, the scrubbed skin and the jaw that could open cans, [Tab Hunter] was a whole Abercrombie & Fitch catalogue rolled into one package—except this package had a secret compartment.”




  —The Washington Post




  “There’s enough juice in this book to satisfy the most hungry Hollywood fan.”




  —USA Today




  “A good read, gracious and wryly self-deprecating.”




  —The Seattle Times, “Critic’s Top Picks”




  “A page-turner. . . . Colorful.”




  —San Francisco Chronicle




  “A sensitively told, self-aware, well-written account of a life filled with rags-to-riches stories . . . [by] a first-rate memoirist.”




  —St. Louis Post-Dispatch




  “His intelligent and spry, ‘true to thyself’ attitude presents a positive reflection on having to deal with the stigma and unacceptance of being just who you are, while at the same time being the hottest thing in Hollywood. . . . The book is a heartfelt and realistic account of his life until now.”




  —Buzz magazine




  “Surprisingly sincere and moving.”




  —The Philadelphia Inquirer




  “An honest look at this workaholic’s life before and after the glory years.”




  —The Boston Herald




  “His memoir is at all times intelligent and interesting.”




  —The New York Observer




  “Few celebrity biographies chronicle tribulations, success, disappointments, and growth with such candor, charm, and lack of self-pity. The punchy, page-turning prose and terrific illustrations are worthy of the subject. It will make a great movie.”




  —San Francisco Bay Area Reporter




  “Tab Hunter Confidential is the most cheerful portrait this journalist has ever encountered about what happens to a movie star when the spotlight clicks off.”




  —National Post (Toronto)




  “Offers an emotionally engaging survivor’s tale that would move film audiences.”




  —The Book Standard




  “Celebrity biography mavens of the baby-boomer generation will especially welcome this memoir. . . . [Hunter’s] private life was so well concealed that much of the information related in this heartfelt and candid autobiography will come as a surprise to his fans. . . . An engrossing tale of too much too soon, with a surprisingly happy ending.”




  —Library Journal




  “A respectful and dignified autobiography.”




  —The Atlanta Journal-Constitution




  “An entertaining read. . . . Hunter writes freely, yet discreetly, about his many affairs of the heart.”




  —Booklist




  “The 1950s heartthrob has penned a brave, surprising and sad memoir about depression (his mother’s), repression (his homosexuality) and redemption (a career revival and meeting his partner of 20-plus years). . . . This is an illuminating, emotionally charged and important piece of Hollywood’s hidden history.”




  —Publishers Weekly
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INTRODUCTION




  I HATE LABELS.




  Coming from me, that’s a strong statement. Anyone who knows me will tell you I’m a relentlessly positive person. I don’t even like to use the word hate. Life’s too precious to waste time dwelling on the negative things we all experience.




  But labels are something I’ve unfortunately dealt with my whole life. I’ve had so many slapped on me you’d think I was a billboard, not a real person. Many of them were created by agents, producers, and public-relations types whose job was to turn me into a Movie Star—another label I’ve never been comfortable with, even after all these years.




  I was only a teenager, and Harry Truman was still in the White House, when some Hollywood marketing genius tried to stick me with the title the Sigh Guy. Not long afterward, I became the even more ludicrous Swoon Bait. After that, take your pick: the All-American Boy or the Boy Next Door or Hollywood’s Most Eligible Bachelor. Hell, even my name is a label, attached to me by a man who believed—correctly, I suppose, that Rocks and Rorys and Guys and Tabs cast a certain spell on the post–World War II American imagination.




  It was all show business, all a game. After several years as a starving freelancer, watching the decline of Hollywood’s once-powerful studio system, I signed on as one of the last actors put under exclusive contract to a major studio. For five years I was owned—the property of Warner Bros. For the most part, I did as I was told, and reaped the kind of money and fame that millions of starry-eyed kids dream about. I performed opposite real stars, like Lana Turner, Gary Cooper, Linda Darnell, Robert Mitchum, and Sophia Loren. Only a few years earlier, I’d idolized them from my seat in the movie theater. Then in the blink of an eye, my name—the new one, the one I never liked—was above the title on my own pictures, and I was Jack Warner’s top money earner at the box office.




  “Tab Hunter” truly was a Product of Hollywood. That’s one label I’ll concede is completely accurate. As anybody trying to sell a product in this society will agree—it’s all about image. Whether it’s toothpaste, automobiles, or movie stars, the strategy for success is to deliver the right image to captivate your intended audience. My bosses were convinced that I was equipped with the kind of wholesome, photogenic face and physique that would set young hearts racing. I was packaged for those girls, and kept the smile in place despite one ridiculous nickname after another.




  Picture it, if you can: One day I’m a shy, withdrawn, insecure kid named Art Gelien who loves horses more than anything in the world. I wake up, and I’m a larger-than-life matinee idol renamed “Tab Hunter.” When I go to the newsstand for the daily paper, my fresh-scrubbed face gleams from row after row of fan magazines, all trumpeting me as Hollywood’s gift to American women.




  Like any good workhorse, I didn’t want to bite the hand that fed me. As foolish as those labels were, they afforded me a life I’d never have experienced otherwise. Sure, I’d fantasized about being in the pictures, like every movie-loving kid. But I hadn’t done a damn thing to make it happen. Never did I crave the spotlight, unlike so many friends and colleagues I’d meet in the business. I happened to be in the right place at the right time. Not the counter of Schwab’s drugstore. Better: mucking out a stable. That’s when I was told I should be in pictures—as I was shoveling shit. Most appropriate.




  My movie career was an accident that now seems both unlikely and inevitable. On the rare occasions I look back at it, I marvel at the bizarre, coincidental, unreal nature of it all.




  Maybe that’s why, even as I played the game, I reached a stage where image meant less to me than the reality of who I was. Once I decided to lead my own life, as an individual, not a packaged product—I was immediately tagged with other labels: “difficult” and “temperamental” and “immature.” Payback for trying to escape the gilded box Hollywood had built for me.




  In my professional life, I longed to be more than the Sigh Guy.




  In my personal life, I was quite a different Boy Next Door than the one Mr. and Mrs. Middle America—and their fan-club daughter—imagined me to be.




  In fact, plenty of those strange appellations that started popping up, like “immature” and “temperamental,” were stuck on me by publicists from my own studio—a euphemistic way of dealing with the rumors that Warner Bros.’ most popular male star was, in fact, a homosexual.




  It was in 1955, as my popularity was starting to soar, that the magazine Confidential printed the first article intimating—in the smarmy, not-quite-libelous style that was its specialty—that I was gay. Some underworked bottom-feeder in the showbiz cesspool dredged up an ancient L.A. police report on the arrest of Arthur Gelien, and a crowd of others, for “lewd behavior” at what the magazine called a “gay pajama party.”




  Newer, nastier labels got glued to my beaming blond mug. Now when I dropped by the newsstand—an increasingly unpleasant experience—across from Photoplay and Movie Life and Screenland, up at Dad’s eye level, were tabloids like Confidential, Whisper, and Lowdown, branding me “homo” and “queer.”




  I was twenty-four years old, an age when most of us are still trying to figure out who we are and what course our life will take. In 1950s America I was far from alone in struggling with the shame that was routinely associated with being “different.” Meanwhile, though, I was starring in movies opposite America’s latest sweetheart, Natalie Wood, and cutting a #1 hit record on my first trip to a recording studio.




  I dealt with this surreal situation in a manner my mother had drilled into me since childhood. Stay quiet. Don’t draw attention to yourself. Be discreet. And believe me, that’s not easy when the world is throwing fame, fortune, and limitless opportunity at you with one hand while threatening to steal it all back with the other.




  Professionally, the “keep quiet” strategy worked. Claims of some Hollywood historians that my career was ruined by allegations of homosexuality are absolutely untrue. That hit record I mentioned, “Young Love,” topped the charts after half a dozen more smear articles soiled the presses—clear evidence that despite its self-righteous claims, Confidential magazine did not influence the taste and opinions of mainstream America.




  I’ll probably never be able to trust the press. It’s something I’ve carried with me for decades. Although I long ago accepted my sexual orientation, I’ve never been comfortable discussing it. There are several reasons for that reticence. I’m a big believer in the right to privacy: my own, and that of the people who’ve been a part of my life. An increasing number of books and articles discussing “gay” Hollywood have appeared, but I’ve been an elusive interview subject. I’ve denied certain stories—even ones that were true—because I was wary of the author’s motives. You’ve heard the old adage “Once burned, twice shy.” Well, having been burned multiple times, let’s just say that my guarded nature has been well earned.




  Believe it or not, the Boy Next Door is now seventy-four years old. Times have changed. Much of the prejudice I once feared, and the secrets I kept, are no longer considered shameful or career-threatening. That doesn’t mean it’s easy for me to speak freely about what really happened during my life in Hollywood, and beyond. Call me old-school on that score, for which I don’t apologize. I’m neither ashamed nor embarrassed.




  What I propose is a deal, with you, the reader. I’ll write honestly and openly about the rumors, the innuendos—everything that people seem to crave in a “movie star” autobiography. In exchange, promise me you’ll read the whole story. If I’m going to commit my life to the printed page, I don’t want any skipping around, looking for only the juicy paragraphs. Trust me, you’ll miss the truly significant moments that made me the person I am today: a happy, healthy survivor of the Hollywood roller coaster, grateful for every day I’ve gotten, and for every one I’ve got left.




  Some may read these pages and recognize the Tab Hunter they thought they knew. More, I think, will be confounded by other revelations. Like the two times I came within a whisker of getting married. First to a gorgeous ingenue who barely spoke English, then to the widow of one of Hollywood’s most famous studio bosses.




  I don’t suppose many will be surprised to learn that I pretty much abandoned the Catholic Church after a priest turned on me in my darkest hour, or that I was molested by the choirmaster of my parish when I was twelve. What may be of more interest is that I regained my spiritual bearings, to the point that I cherish my faith more than anything else in life.




  My brother and I grew up mostly on our own, the fatherless, nomadic offspring of a strict, strong mother from the Old World, who worked like a dog to provide for herself and her children. I learned street smarts the hard way, on the boulevards and byways of Hollywood. It prepared me for what I’d encounter in the stable of Henry Willson, the notorious gay agent who wanted credit—and more—for “creating” me (as well as his other “boys”: Rock Hudson, Rory Calhoun, Race Gentry, Guy Madison). I’ve experienced the tremendous thrill of being named the most popular male movie star in the world—even as I suffered the guilt and agony of committing my mother to an asylum for months of electroshock treatments.




  Despair that comes from having your career nose-dive before you’re thirty years old? I know all about it. But I also know the hilarity of having your career revived, twenty-five years later, thanks to a canny cinematic prankster and his cross-dressing star. My work with John Waters and Divine was a high point of my professional life, even though it led to another label being hung on me that I have no use for: Gay Icon.




  These are some of the aspects of my life that I’ll share in these pages. I figured it would be smarter to do the telling myself, on my terms, rather than have somebody else come along and twist the tale to suit their agenda. I had a one-dimensional image imposed on me once, a long time ago, and have no desire to relive the experience.




  A good portion of my life has been spent diligently working on being true to myself—“listening to my inner,” as my mother used to say—and trying to keep an open heart even when faced with thoughtless cruelty and the built-in perils of show business.




  What I’ve realized as a result is that no one’s story—not yours, not mine—can be, or should be, reduced to a mere epithet.




  A full, rich, complicated life—like the one I’m about to relate to you—doesn’t fit on a label.




  
PROLOGUE




  THIS IS NO FAIRY TALE. It does, however, start out like one.




  On a sunny Saturday morning in the spring of 1951, a nineteen-year-old boy who grew up in Southern California with a head full of movie-star dreams walked through the doorway of a soundstage at Samuel Goldwyn Studios in Hollywood and crossed over into a new life. A life of astounding make-believe. A life where you’re rewarded with fortune and fame if you’re good at pretending to be someone you’re not.




  The studio was a stucco fortress at the corner of Santa Monica Boulevard and Formosa. Across the street was the Formosa Café, a Chinese restaurant and working-hours watering hole for the most glamorous stars in the business. Like practically everybody else in Los Angeles, I’d passed Goldwyn Studios, and other industry compounds such as MGM, Paramount, and 20th Century Fox, and fantasized about being part of the magic that happened behind those walls. Dreamers like me arrived daily, by the busload.




  That’s why studios were guarded like Fort Knox—to keep the dreamers separate from the doers. No one slipped through the Magic Factory gates without an invitation. I hadn’t mentioned my “big break” to any of my friends—I didn’t want to be embarrassed if it all went up in smoke.




  As I stepped into the inner sanctum, people swarmed around, steering me through makeup and wardrobe departments, preparing me for the camera. Everyone called me Tab, like we’d been colleagues for years.




  Oh, right, I kept reminding myself—they’re talking to me. In my mind I was still Arthur Gelien, or Art, to the few close friends I had.




  All this fuss was for a screen test. If I measured up, I’d be cast as Michael “Chicken” Dugan, one of the male leads in God’s Little Island. I’d gone over the script as devoutly as any priest studies his Bible. I’d practiced my lines endlessly during the week, until they crowded out everything else in my head.




  Everything, that is, except my mother’s constant, and contradictory, advice. “Don’t worry,” she had reassured me that morning, in her thick German accent. “You are going to get the part. See yourself doing it!” Mother was a big believer in the power of positive thinking. But she’d also spent years warning me and my brother against doing anything that might attract attention to ourselves. “Nothing for show, Arthur,” she dictated. “Nothing for show.”




  Well, for better or worse, Mrs. Gelien’s younger son was about to enter the show business.




  The film’s director, Stuart Heisler, was a grandfatherly veteran who’d been making pictures since the 1930s, supervising the likes of Gary Cooper, Alan Ladd, and Humphrey Bogart. He’d agreed to test me after an interview at his office earlier in the week. Stephanie Nordli, the screenwriter, was also there. I must have “looked the part,” as they say, because her eyes lit up when I came in.




  “That’s the boy I want,” she declared.




  I tried not to blush too much when they asked me to take my shirt off. I overheard Heisler say, “If this kid can read his name off a piece of paper, we want him.”




  It was hard to believe that a veteran director would stake his reputation, maybe his career, on an “actor” whose most recent credits included Counter Boy at the Orange Julius stand on Hollywood Boulevard, and Soda Jerk at Wil Wright’s ice cream parlor. As close as I’d come to working with a real actor? Serving two scoops of chocolate burnt almond to Gene Kelly.




  Well, that’s not entirely true. Strictly speaking, I’d made my film debut the previous year. Audiences would have seen the back of my head as I delivered one line, “Hi, Fred,” had it not ended up on the cutting-room floor. That was the extent of my on-camera experience.




  In a corner of the stage, a few potted palms were planted in piles of sand, surrounded by an elaborately painted backdrop left over from an earlier tropical extravaganza: our desert island. Up close, the magic of the movies didn’t look so magical.




  The mic probably picked up the sound of my empty stomach shuddering as, following Mr. Heisler’s instructions, I ran through some action, then some simple lines.




  Everyone was staring at me. Judging me. I felt naked. Especially after I was once again told to take my shirt off, leaving me only in tattered trousers.




  At last, the moment of truth. The flesh-and-blood chemistry experiment. Mr. Heisler summoned the film’s star from her dressing room. I don’t recall breathing for several minutes, waiting for the most beautiful woman in Hollywood to glide in from the wings.




  Not many people remember Linda Darnell. But in the 1940s, she was 20th Century Fox’s most alluring star. Sensual brown eyes, stunning face, sultry voice, sexy figure. Staring up at movie screens as a young boy, I watched her mesmerize Tyrone Power in Blood and Sand and The Mark of Zorro. I may have been only a kid, but I knew it was Linda Darnell, unbilled, playing the Blessed Virgin in The Song of Bernadette. I’d recognize that gorgeous face anywhere.




  Now here she was, in the flesh, wearing a costume of rags fashioned into a makeshift sarong. We’re shipwrecked, you see, on “God’s Little Island.” Miss Darnell in stylish scraps, snugly covering her just so, and me in . . . next to nothing.




  Stuart Heisler introduced us and we chatted briefly. Miss Darnell seemed unconcerned by the possibility she might end up costarring with a complete unknown. I tried gamely to act as if I belonged. It wasn’t easy.




  Flash back to Christmas, 1948, a bustling back room at Barker Brothers department store on Hollywood Boulevard. “Shipping Clerk” had just been added to my impressive professional résumé. I packaged orders from bigtimers too busy to pick up their own holiday gifts. One frantic night, I lingered longingly over a gift addressed to . . . Linda Darnell.




  “I’m going to deliver this one myself!” I crowed to a co-worker, full of teenage bluster. “Man, I’d love to get a good look at her!”




  Two years later I was getting the best look possible.




  See? I said this started out like a fairy tale.




  “Okay, Tab—” the director called out. “Take her in your arms and kiss her!”




  Take Linda Darnell in my arms? Kiss the Virgin Mary from Song of Bernadette? I started to tremble.




  She sensed my discomfort. “Don’t worry, honey,” she whispered in a voice that could have softened stone. “Just relax. I’m good luck for newcomers.”




  With that, Miss Darnell initiated me into the art of on-screen kissing. Nervousness subsided. So did the stubborn notion that this was all an elaborate hoax, that without warning Tyrone Power would march in, shove me aside, and reclaim his rightful place in Linda Darnell’s embrace.




  Heisler shouted, “Cut!” Miss Darnell pinched me and softly purred, “Mmm, that was n-i-i-i-i-ce.”




  Evidently, the camera agreed. Two days later I was called back to the studio. Paul Guilfoyle, the casting director, gave me a big grin. “Better get yourself a passport,” he said.




  I was about to embark on quite a trip.




  
1


  Male Kelm





  ON JULY 11, 1931, IN New York City, twenty-one-year-old Gertrude Kelm gave birth to a second son. Her first, Walter, was born eleven months earlier, so small he could fit in a cigar box. To honor this additional blessing, the infant’s father visited Bellevue Hospital bearing gifts—“gift,” to be precise: a nickel candy bar tossed on his wife’s bed. He left quickly, without suggesting a name for his squalling newborn. That’s why it reads only “Male Kelm” on the official papers. Alone, Mother carried me home, wrapped in a blanket borrowed from a nurse.




  Eventually, my mother named me Arthur, after a friend of her father’s she greatly admired, the distinguished German actor Arthur Kronenberg.




  Named for an actor. Maybe it was fate.




  My mother was sixteen when she came to this country, arriving from Germany in 1927 with her parents and three siblings, aboard the United States Lines ship George Washington. Her father, John Gelien, known simply as Opa (the traditional German term of endearment for a grandfather), was a chef for the steamship company. Forever away at sea, Opa was like a phantom within his own family.




  Gertrude, his eldest daughter, was an unconventional child. A tomboy, she never liked other girls and took no nonsense from anyone. She didn’t get along with her siblings. Her brothers she branded the Spineless Wonder and Wishy-Washy. Sister Charlotte, nicknamed Lottie, was barely tolerated. Not that Gertrude was around any of them much. As soon as the Geliens arrived on these shores, she was put to work, doing housekeeping and odd jobs around Manhattan.




  It was a lonely, loveless existence, made tougher by the botched tonsillectomy she’d suffered in Germany. The doctor damaged her vocal cords, leaving Gertrude with a horrible stutter. Ashamed, she communicated by means of a pad of paper she carried everywhere.




  Although he was rarely around to offer any Liebe, Opa admired his daughter’s fierce, independent spirit. Ida Gelien, however, displayed a different attitude toward the child. Gertrude’s refusal to act in character—more like a “girl”—earned her mother’s wrath. When Gertrude came home five minutes past curfew from her first date, her mother locked her outside overnight in the snow, to teach her a lesson.




  Gertrude learned fast: she got the hell out.




  I have no idea how or where my mother met Charles Kelm. It wasn’t something she ever discussed. We weren’t even sure what he did for a living. But he wasted little time in tying the knot with this stubborn and strong-willed working woman. She jumped at the chance for a new life.




  MEMORIES OF MY New York childhood are sketchy but mostly miserable. I’m on a sled, being pulled along the sidewalk during a snowstorm. I tumble into the gutter, screaming and crying.




  I remember a sobbing woman washing clothes in a sink by candlelight. I assume it’s my mother. I can still see, too clearly, Charles Kelm beating a woman in a dank apartment. I know that was my mother. My brother and I, too young to do anything, could only plead for it to end.




  When Opa learned how bad things were in our tenement walk-up, he orchestrated our escape. He bought new jackets, shirts, ties, and short pants for Walt and me, and we were shipped with our mother to the opposite end of the country—San Francisco, the Promised Land. Using his connections, Opa got mother a job as a shipboard stewardess with Matson Lines, for which he now worked. He even found an apartment and covered the first two months’ rent. We reclaimed the family name, Gelien.




  In a way, I owe everything to Opa. I can’t imagine what life in New York would have been like if we’d stayed. More misery, for sure. Murder, maybe.




  Almost immediately, the relationship Walt and I had with our mother started to mirror what she’d experienced with her father. We wouldn’t see her for weeks at a time, as she went to sea to earn her salary. Imagine a single woman trying to raise two boys during the depths of the Depression. Imagine the emptiness she felt, able to see us only when her ship returned to port.




  We never doubted our mother’s love and devotion, but we saw more of our caretaker. We lived in a rented room in Mrs. Kelson’s Divisadero Street apartment. Mother was away so much it made no sense to rent a place of our own. Always draped in a long fur-collared coat, cloche pulled down low on her head, Mrs. Kelson was a dour figure, like a ghostly image in a Depression-era photograph. I liked her gap-toothed smile, but we didn’t see it often enough.




  MOTHER GRADUALLY MASTERED her stutter and learned to speak normally. She never lost the husky Teutonic accent, though, which, combined with her Dietrich-like features and demeanor—perfect posture and a reserved elegance—gave her the appearance of a foreign agent in some spy serial. Her aloofness was accentuated by piercing pale blue eyes that could freeze you in your tracks.
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  A Gelien family outing, 1937. Mother takes Walt and me swimming in San Francisco.




  Eager to better our station, she studied in her spare time to be a nurse, with a specialty in physical therapy. The bump in pay allowed her to enroll Walt and me in a private school. Nothing was more important to our mother than a good education: “What you learn,” she declared, “no one can ever take away from you.”




  We’d almost get used to her prolonged absences, when some little thing would hit like a hammer. “Take this note home and have your mother sign it,” a teacher told me one day. I almost burst out crying. Another time, Walt and I were horsing around outside when he tore his pants leg wide open. We exchanged frightened looks, anticipating the scolding we were in for—until we realized there’d be none. Mother wasn’t due back for another three weeks.




  Barely school-age, Walt and I had some adventures straight out of Tom Sawyer. We wandered near Fisherman’s Wharf, where we got too adventurous and lost our shoes in the muddy shallows of Aquatic Park. Not wanting to trudge home barefoot after dark, we dug up a mess of worms, which we sold to a charitable fisherman. That’s how we made carfare home. Naturally, it was one of the rare times Mother was ashore. We got a thorough lashing when we slogged in, shoeless.




  Mother tried to make the most of our limited time together. Once, she took us to Pier 35 to watch the Lurline sail for Hawaii—cheap entertainment during hard times. I was seven years old and thrilled by the pomp and pageantry, the brass band and colorful streamers and billowing waves of confetti. We got as close as we could to the gangplank, where I stared at an adorable little girl with shiny blond curls and huge dimples, bundled up in a white fur coat—a doll come to life. Photographers swarmed around, flashbulbs popping like crazy. All this fuss over a kid my age—I couldn’t believe it.




  But then, I’d never seen a Shirley Temple movie. “She is a famous movie star,” my mother explained. It was the first time I’d ever heard of such a thing. On the way home that day I’m sure I wondered how a kid like me could become a famous movie star.




  IN THE CRAMPED ELEVATOR of a hotel on Mason Street, Mother introduced us to Harry Koster. He lived there when he wasn’t at sea. Mr. Koster ran a ship’s galley, just like my grandfather Opa. Maybe that’s why Mother trusted him when they’d met aboard the Monterey, a Matson cruise ship.




  Mr. Koster was a huge, dark-haired man with a Dutch accent, who reeked of tobacco. As the elevator rose, Mother dropped a bomb: “Harry and I have been married. You will treat him as your new father.”




  Walt and I reacted like miserable brats. We didn’t get enough time with our mother to share any of it with another man, even one who vowed to provide for his new “family” so that Gertrude Gelien could remain home to raise her children properly. From Mother’s perspective, it was a marriage of convenience. Tired of treading water, she saw Harry Koster as a life preserver. If Walt and I had been more mature, we’d have understood that she remarried for our sake, not hers.




  Within months, we moved to Long Beach, where Mother’s family had relocated. Opa had suggested his daughter and her family join them, with the expectation that they might become a close-knit clan, something they’d never been.




  It didn’t work out that way. Opa died not long after the move, and Gertrude Gelien remained distant from her mother and siblings. Her new husband didn’t even bother to go south with us. His home was the Monterey, sailing back and forth to Australia, a round-trip, literally, to the ends of the earth. His paychecks, however, were faithfully routed to his wife.




  When Harry did appear, Walt and I made his life hell. “You’re not our father!” we’d taunt, dispensing sullen disrespect, nonstop. Unfairly so, because Harry seemed to genuinely love our mother, and he treated her well.




  But Mother didn’t love him in kind. Not once did I see her show Harry any kind of warmth, not even when they reunited after his long weeks at sea. Years later, she would confide to me: “I have never been in love.”




  That reality was, I now believe, at the root of my mother’s eventual crisis.




  PROTECTION, MORE THAN AFFECTION, is what Mother offered to Walt and me. Her stern demeanor may have masked a vulnerable, sensitive heart, but the armor was virtually impenetrable. Her maternal devotion, overall, took the form of lessons, dispensed daily from the Gertrude Gelien Compendium of Clichés:




  “For every door that closes, two open.”




  “Always have a goal, and when you reach it—set another.”




  “Every experience in life is worth having—if you learn from it.”




  “Soap and water are cheap—never forget that.”




  “Good things happen to good people.”




  “Whatever you do, thank God every day.”




  “Constructive thinking brings good results.”




  “Things may not be good now, but they’ll get better.”




  These platitudes were one reason why I never confided anything to my mother: she wouldn’t respond with a comforting hug or a reassuring smile, but only with one of her patented bromides.




  Harry Koster’s salary couldn’t keep us going indefinitely. Mother landed another job, this time as a nurse on the Avalon, which sailed overnight from the mainland to Catalina Island. We moved to a tiny apartment on the island for the summer of 1940 so we’d all be together when Mother finished her daily circuit.




  Whenever Walt and I heard the whistle of a departing steamer, we’d race to the end of the pier, dive off, and wave like crazy to the ferry passengers, who’d throw coins into the water. We’d compete with other kids to scoop the money from the shoals. That’s how I became a good swimmer, diving deeper and holding my breath longer than any of the other boys.




  Walt and I would spend all day, every day, exploring the island and cap it off at night hunkered over his bed, counting out what was left of our scavenged loot: pennies, nickels, dimes, and sometimes—as rare as gold doubloons—quarters!




  Summer over, we moved back to Long Beach, where prewar life was idyllic. I couldn’t have been happier. Our landlord lived in the house next door, and every morning he’d be out front by six, watering his garden. I’d jump out of bed, slip on shorts and a T-shirt, and run barefoot into the yard to help him dig in the dirt and tend the plants, something I still love.




  We saw a lot of my aunt Lottie in those days—not to imply that Mother approved. You’d never believe they were sisters. Lottie always wore slacks, had a casual way about her, and brimmed with wisecracks and good humor. My mother disapproved of trousers on women, was very formal, and rarely appeared in public without gloves and a hat. Lottie’s off-color jokes grated like nails on a chalkboard to Mother, who’d sniff, “Please, try to elevate your mind,” whenever Lottie had us in stitches.




  Lottie often took us to the Pike, Long Beach’s grand harborside amusement park, where we’d spend hours in the arcades and on the rides: the Deep Sea Diving Bell, the Dodge ’Em Cars, the Laff-in-the-Dark Funhouse, the Crazy Maze, and the awesome Cyclone Racer. Sometimes Lottie’d get so wound up, laughing and carrying on, she’d pee her pants. Walt and I would have to stand around her on the bus ride home, hiding her big wet spot. Mother found no humor in our retelling of such stories. “There is nothing funny,” she’d tsk, rueful that she was related to such a “low character.”




  ONE OF MOTHER’S fortune-cookie aphorisms was “I’d rather have one room in a good neighborhood than a mansion in a bad one.” Maybe that’s what led her to constantly uproot us. All things considered, it came as a shock when we abandoned Long Beach for a worse neighborhood in Los Angeles. Mother had gotten a wartime job with Lockheed Aircraft and needed to be nearer the factory.




  Having so little, it was easy to start over. So we did. Repeatedly.




  First, it was an apartment on 69th and Figueroa, a stucco-and-asphalt corner with little charm. At least it had Beverly Peck. She lived halfway down the block. Like us, no father in sight. She lived with her mom and a gigantic grandmother who had arms like wobbly ham hocks. I never saw Beverly’s grandmother anywhere but parked on a kitchen stool, minding a perpetually bubbling pot. Every time I walked in, every time, she’d say, “You’re too skinny. Here, eat this.”




  Our mother couldn’t boil water. Walt and I spent a lot of time over at Beverly Peck’s.




  Beverly became Walt’s girl, as much as an eleven-year-old can have a “girl.” Once he lost interest, however, Beverly and I became inseparable. On my own, I’d never have been able to talk to her—I was painfully shy. But watching Walt, I learned. That’s how it was for me, always coasting in Walt’s wake. Without him, I might never have left the house.




  Beverly and I would save dimes during the week, and on Saturday she’d gather them in a little handkerchief, tied tight. We’d hop a streetcar downtown to the Clifton Cafeteria, where Beverly’s mother worked. Free lunch! The best thing about Clifton’s was the Sherbet Mine—you stuck your arm into a frosty cave and pulled out a dish of lime or pineapple or rainbow sherbet.




  Bellies full, Beverly and I would walk hand in hand to the downtown movie palaces. Our little stash of coins bought us entry to theaters like the Million Dollar and the Orpheum, where we spent the rest of the day watching the latest double features. I was ten years old. Those blissful Saturday afternoons with Beverly Peck—and Robin Hood and Zorro and Captain Blood—were what turned me into a lifelong movie lover.




  Beverly wouldn’t stay in my life very long. The Geliens were soon on the move again, this time to a nicer neighborhood, a better school.




  That’s what my nomadic childhood was like—never in one place long enough to develop “lasting childhood friendships.” Not one. My mother’s obsession—granting us a better upbringing than she’d had—produced a sorry side effect: it made us distant from people, just as she was. I later came to think of my mother as a self-sufficient survival machine. In her operating manual, it said in big capital letters: TO AVOID SERIOUS INJURY, NEVER GET CLOSE.




  My childhood lessons came from the same manual: after Beverly Peck, I never got close to anyone, knowing I was only going to leave them behind in a few months.
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  Saddle Up





  IT CAME AS A SHOCK to learn we were Catholics.




  Walt and I had no idea until Mother decided we’d get a better education, and more discipline, at St. John’s Military Academy. Along with it came daily religious training, something that had never been part of our childhood. Mother explained that, technically, we’d already been initiated. A tenement neighbor in New York had shepherded us to the local parish to be baptized, but Mother had never said a word about it until she decided we belonged at St. John’s.




  Fearful she was raising a pair of strays, Mother ponied up extra money to actually board us—so we’d have more structure, a stronger foundation than what she, as a working mom, could provide. It was quite an adjustment for the two vagabond Geliens. We weren’t used to a school without girls.




  Behind the church there was a huge, creepy building, straight out of a Charles Addams cartoon. Walt and I lived in the third-floor dormitory. If you woke in the middle of the night, you’d catch a glimpse of Sister Aloysius, arms folded, gliding past in her billowing habit.




  She made the hair on the back of your neck stand up.




  I surprised everyone by taking to church like a duck takes to water. Going to Mass, especially when it was in Latin, was a high point of my day. There was such seriousness to it, such vital purpose, all cloaked in ancient, arcane ceremony—how could an impressionable kid not be enthralled?




  I eagerly sent away to New York for my baptismal certificate so everything would be in order for my first Holy Communion and, later, my confirmation.




  One of the first friends Walt made at St. John’s was Mal Fink. We couldn’t figure out what this Jewish kid was doing in a Catholic boarding school. Turned out he was a day scholar, which meant he didn’t board at the academy. He and his mom, Sylvia, lived a few blocks away, in a fourplex she owned. It was a much nicer neighborhood than ours, full of tree-lined streets.




  Sylvia Fink and my mother, for some inexplicable reason, became best friends. No two people were less alike. Sylvia defined blowsy. Huge eyes, no chin, big bleached hairdo. She smoked like a refinery and swore like a sailor. “Please, Sylvia, please! Don’t talk like that!” my mother would moan whenever Mrs. Fink cut loose with a torrent of cusswords.




  Mrs. Fink owned a bar, so she took even less shit from people than my mother did. She kept a baseball bat behind the counter for “special” customers and loved to recount tales of the times she’d used it. Whenever my mother tried to read us the riot act regarding our “inappropriate behavior,” Sylvia would clack her heels together, throw up her right hand, and shout, “Heil Hitler!”




  Mother would burst into tears. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Gertie—get over it!” Sylvia would say in a voice that sounded like gargled gravel. No one else got away with calling my mother Gertie.




  Despite their differences, my mother appreciated Sylvia for being an honest and truthful person. Sylvia told it straight, and my mother respected that. “I don’t care what you do, Arthur,” she always said, “so long as you never lie to me. And more important—never lie to yourself!”




  Another of my mother’s favorite lines was “If you make five good friends in life, you are very lucky.” Ironic, since she had so few herself. Not even five. But during those war years, Sylvia Fink was as close to my mother as anyone.




  A German and a Jew. Go figure.




  Since it wasn’t easy for me to make friends, I just trailed along after Walt. That’s how I came to join St. John’s Marching Band. Walt signed up, so I did, too. He played the bass drum; I chose the slide trombone. It was a struggle, and not only because I didn’t do well with musical instruments or formations.




  Another friend of my brother’s, Wayne, took too much of a shine to me. He wanted to be my friend, in the worst way—physically. I sensed right off that it was wrong, that it was dirty.




  I quit the band before the end of the semester.




  THE WAR WAS A VAGUE backdrop to my childhood. I was only ten when Pearl Harbor was attacked, but I have vivid memories of searchlights roaming the night sky and the widespread fear of direct attacks on Los Angeles. I knew my family had come from Germany and that we were fighting Germans in addition to the Japanese—but I never sensed in my mother any kind of discomfort. She was an American now.




  We never saw Harry Koster once the war broke out. Matson converted its ships to military service, and Harry spent virtually all his time in the South Pacific, feeding GIs aboard the Monterey. Then one day, in 1942, word reached us that Harry was dead. I was convinced he’d been killed when his ship was sunk by a torpedo. In reality, he’d had a heart attack aboard ship.




  I can’t say we missed our stepfather, since he never seemed a part of our lives. But as I grew older, I felt horrible regret over Harry Koster. Still do, to this day. Regret that I’d never accepted him, that I never treated him with respect. He supported us and cared for us the best way he knew how, and he received virtually nothing in return. Like my true father, he was an enigma—but at least Harry was a heroic one.




  If Mother was heartbroken, she kept it hidden. She soldiered on, like she’d always done. With the man in her life gone, our mother put even more pressure on herself to provide the best for us. But without Harry’s regular paycheck, she couldn’t afford to board us at St. John’s any longer. We became day scholars and moved into a duplex on West 23rd Street with our mother.




  THE CONSTANT IN MY early life was my brother. We were totally different. Walt was stronger, more adventurous, a natural athlete, eager for action. I was the loner, the dreamer, off in my own fantasy worlds. It was difficult for me to look people in the eye, let alone talk to them. Walt, by contrast, was outgoing, gregarious. He’d lead me to new places, get me to try new things, make me aware of a life outside the shell I’d built for myself.




  Like all brothers, we got into it plenty of times. The bottle of ink, thrown in a rage, that splashed all over the walls. The BB Walt fired, leaving a permanent bump beneath my right eye. Once, we had a huge dustup, turning the entire apartment upside down. When Mother came in, she collapsed in a chair and started crying. “What am I going to do with you two!” she wailed.




  Our neighbor, a real nosy type, yelled from next door: “Put ’em in Juvenile Hall!”




  Mother leaped to the window, and to our defense: “If half the children in this country were as good as my two boys,” she hollered in her thick accent, “there would be no need for such institutions!”




  Walt and I howled, our battle forgotten.




  Sometimes, though, we’d make an effort to be good, surprising Mother by having dinner ready when she dragged in, dead tired from work. Whatever awful thing we served up, Mother appreciated it. If there was a movie we wanted to see at the nearby Arlington Theatre, Walt and I would suggest we all go for a walk. As we passed the blazing marquee, we’d hoist Mother by the elbows and carry her to the box office, meanwhile fishing in her purse for the price of three admissions. I wanted to share my newfound love of movies. Mom’s favorites starred Fredric March, Melvyn Douglas, Gary Cooper—“so solid, so sensible,” she’d say. Nothing showy.




  Eventually, it was watching Walt perform in a school play, The Wedding Shoes, that started me thinking that maybe I could act, too.




  The greatest thing my brother ever did for me, however, was introduce me to horses. One weekend, on a lark, he took me to Du Brock’s Riding Academy, at the corner of Riverside and Los Feliz. It was a ramshackle old stable, located behind a huge green fountain that shot a geyser of water high into the air.




  I tried not to let on that I was scared to death as we rented a pair of nags and headed out on the bridle trails. I’d chosen a western saddle so at least I’d have a horn to grab onto if I started to fall.




  Although I didn’t like riding at first, soon Walt and I were starting every Saturday with a trip to Du Brock’s. I even had a favorite horse, Star, a plain bay with a white star on his forehead.




  On the trail one day, Walt yelled over to me, “If you want to gallop, just give him a kick. Harder . . . Harder!”




  “I am kicking,” I complained. Star wouldn’t go faster than a slow trot.




  “Keep kicking!”




  That old rent horse finally broke into a canter. I grabbed tight to the horn and started laughing uproariously as I bounced all over the place.




  “Sit down!” Walt whooped. “You’re giving that poor horse a headache!”




  Maybe so, but I was grinning ear-to-ear, probably the biggest smile I’d ever had on my face.




  That was the day I fell in love—with horses.
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  Mother, Walt (right), and me, Parade Day at St. John’s Military Academy, 1943.




  Walt moved on to other interests, but Du Brock’s became my home away from home. Before this, I’d secretly save a week’s worth of lunch money and bus fare to buy movie tickets. Now, I hoarded every penny so I could buy an extra half hour on horseback. Saturday mornings I was up and out by six, hitchhiking to the barn. Bud and Melba Du Brock, the owners, got to know the blond-haired Gelien kid on a first-name basis.




  Soon I was spending all my Saturdays there, doing chores for the grooms, Slim and Tommy. I’d trade labor for riding time—mucking out stalls, cleaning tack, feeding horses, stacking hay bales, anything to be around those animals.




  Smiling Joe became my best buddy, a cute buckskin with a dished face and a stripe down his back. I hated it whenever he was rented out to a paying customer. I thought of him as my horse, and I dreamed about making pots of money, buying Smiling Joe, and taking him away from the rent string to a little horse world of my own that I’d someday create.




  First, I joined a regularly scheduled riding class, of which Richard Peterson and I were the only boys. He was a handsome guy, with a blazing smile, big dimples, a terrific personality—and he had his own horse! The girls were nuts for him. I was nuts with jealousy.




  MY FIRST ENCOUNTER with a girl came soon after that. It was memorable, for all the wrong reasons.




  Every day on the way home from St. John’s I’d pass an apartment building on the corner where a hot little number named Lois lived. She was always on the front steps when I passed. Sitting there brazenly, legs spread wide, wearing a short dress and loose panties. Very loose. On a clear day you could see all the way to Catalina.




  I couldn’t help staring, and Lois didn’t seem to mind. She just smiled. Then she rubbed herself. She was only about twelve but acted like she’d already been around the block a few times.




  One afternoon I worked up the courage to stop and say a few words. It didn’t take Lois long to coax me into following her around the block, down the alley, back by the garages. I nearly keeled over as she slowly pulled off her panties. With shaking hands I managed to undo my trousers, revealing my pre-pubescent penis. I pressed it against her privates.




  Immediately, an image of Sister Aloysius leaped inside my head, beating my brain to a pulp. Wrong! Wrong! Wrong! The guilt overwhelmed my arousal, and I hastily stuffed myself back into my pants and sprinted home, where I sulked around, waiting for God to strike me dead.




  When it came to sex, I was clueless. Mother was so tight lipped about it that Walt and I joked we were immaculate conceptions. “Show some respect!” Mother would shriek, but she’d never say anything to disabuse us of the notion, nor would she offer us any guidance on the facts of life. Saying the word sex in front of my mother, or even the word men, made her shudder with revulsion. Needless to say, the Lois debacle would go unmentioned.




  Later that same night, a knock came at the door. It was the police.




  They marched me down to Lois’s apartment, where I was confronted by her mother. She’d been told that I dragged her daughter into the alley and pulled off her panties. Lois was still muttering about all the disgusting things I’d done to her.




  Scared shitless, I stammered incoherently as my mind raced with consequences: the cops were going to lock me up forever; my mother was going to disown me; my brother’s sterling reputation would be blackened beyond repair.




  But nothing happened. All I can figure is that Lois protested a little too much, and the cops got wise to the fact that she was making it all up. Most of it, anyway. Maybe her mother was used to this routine.




  The damage, however, was done. I was now afraid of women, in a way I had never been before.




  TUITION AT ST. JOHN’S Military Academy became too heavy a burden, so Mother moved us next door, to St. Paul’s Parochial School. A chain-link fence separated the two. St. Paul’s had nicer nuns, plus girls. Good girls, in school sweaters and simple blue cotton uniforms, who kept their knees together.




  The church itself, looming over the school yard, was majestic and inspiring. During recess, while other kids ran around blowing off steam, I often sneaked into the church to be by myself. It was so serene and secure in the cool immensity of the basilica. Just like when I’d ride Smiling Joe through the hills overlooking the valley, inside the church I sensed a reassuring connection to something greater than myself. At twelve, I couldn’t articulate it, but I sure could feel it.




  One day a baseball came crashing through one of the magnificent stained-glass windows, scaring the hell out of me. Running outside, I discovered the guilty one was Walt, who’d fouled a fly ball through St. Sebastian’s face.




  My brother went straight to the rectory and turned himself in. That summer, he worked like a dog at a variety of jobs, until by the fall he’d saved enough money to pay for the window’s restoration. Walt was the most honorable and responsible person I knew. All that, and he was still just a kid.




  My dismal experience with the St. John’s Marching Band didn’t deter me from enjoying music. Mother filled the house with it, especially on Saturday mornings, when she’d listen to the Metropolitan Opera on the radio. She encouraged me to sing, and I’d make like Dick Haymes around the house, especially in the shower. She pushed me to join St. Paul’s choir, where my voice blended in with all those soprano boys and girls every Sunday morning at nine o’clock Mass.




  Mr. Biggs was the choirmaster and organist. He’d written several popular hymns and was well respected throughout the diocese. Everyone put him on a pedestal, including me. I figured that when he played, they probably heard it in heaven. The sound from the organ’s pipes rattled the rafters, and Mr. Biggs attacked the keys so ardently the choir loft shook like it was going to collapse.




  One afternoon, Mr. Biggs asked me to stay after practice, to help put everything away. The other kids had been dismissed. I collected all the hymnals and followed him into a small storage room at the far end of the loft.




  Suddenly his arms were around me and he started kissing and fondling me. He stank of stale cigars. Repulsed and humiliated, I squirmed out of his grasp and sprinted across the loft, down the twisting stairway, all the way home.




  I never told anyone.




  Mr. Biggs appreciated my silence. Maybe he just felt guilty and ashamed. Whatever the reason, he decided not long after the loft incident that I deserved a Sunday-morning solo. In Latin.




  I practiced devoutly. Mr. Biggs’s motives didn’t matter to me—I’d been summoned to sing on God’s behalf. As a good Catholic, I believed it was my duty to perform.




  When the big day rolled around and my shining moment arrived, nothing came out of my mouth. Stage fright stole my voice. A timid girl in the rear of the choir, whom I’d never spoken to, but who obviously was studying me, immediately realized my predicament. She picked up my part without missing a beat. Once I joined in and had settled down, she faded out and let me finish on my own.




  That’s how I met Mary Lu Valpey.




  She had straight auburn hair, thick glasses, a mouthful of braces, millions of freckles, and was built like a two-by-four. A two-by-four that blended completely into the woodwork. Unlike a lot of the girls at my school, she had no designs on Art Gelien. We got on famously.




  Mary Lu lived around the corner from me, with parents she liked to get away from. Her mom, Lucille, carted around the weight of the world, and her father, Paul, was a cherub who turned into a holy terror when he hit the sauce. Mary Lu was an only child, and her folks were thrilled that we were pals. They approved of me because I was in the choir. I was “safe.”




  Mary Lu became my best riding buddy.




  I taught her to horde her lunch money so she could buy extra riding time. Together, we’d hitchhike to Du Brock’s, saving carfare to spend on the horses. She joined the kids’ riding group. As long as a girl could share my love of horses, I was comfortable around her.




  One day Richard Peterson’s family suddenly moved. For once, somebody other than me had taken a powder! Since I was now the only male in the riding class, everybody at Du Brock’s started referring to us as “Art and his harem.”




  I’d always found it easier to be around girls, but now, going through puberty, it got complicated. The “harem” jokes had a suggestive edge that made me uncomfortable. The attention girls paid to me became different—less chummy, more aggressive. It made me nervous and even more withdrawn. Girls must have found my bashfulness endearing, however, because they only came on stronger. I simply wanted to be left alone with my real friends, the horses.




  Griffith Park’s bridle trails followed the Los Angeles River, and you could ride the river bottom into the valley, right past the Warner Bros. Studio, all the way out to Republic Pictures. I’d gallop through Ace Hudkins’s sprawling ranch, jumping Smiling Joe over fences and hedges, while another of my mother’s endless clichés bounced through my head: “In life, one must have dreams—they give you a lift.”




  As I gazed over the picture factories, my mind swam with dreams—that one day I’d be a top rider in the world of show jumping.




  Movies were great, but horses . . . horses were real!




  At sundown, after the customers had left the stable, I’d still be hanging around, helping with feeding and bedding. Mother was now supplementing her Lockheed salary with a part-time night job, so, unsupervised in the evening, I’d sneak over to the Riverside Rancho, the glittering nightclub across the road, to watch couples in their fancy western duds arrive for a night of dancing. Hiding outside, listening to Spade Cooley fiddling away, crooning his signature tune, “Shame, Shame on You,” I couldn’t wait to grow up and dive into the high life.




  I had no idea what the “high life” was, but by then I was itching to find out.
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  The gang at Du Brock’s Riding Academy, 1946. I’m on the end at the left; Mary Lu Valpey (before her big bust-out) is second from the right.




  
3


  Bless Me, Father





  WALT GOT INTO A HUGE FIGHT with Mother just before the start of summer, 1943. It began with something trivial but quickly escalated into all-out verbal war. My brother blurted out the most hurtful thing he could think of: “My real father is probably nothing like you make him out to be! I’ll bet he left you!”




  Mother fell deathly silent. Then she said, “I think you should find out for yourself.” Without another word, she made plans to ship Walt east for the summer. We didn’t even know that Charlie Kelm was still alive, and were even more surprised that Mother knew where to find him.




  With my brother sent away, Lupe, Lenore, and Gustavo Feist, classmates at St. Paul’s, became my new best buddies, the ones I ran around with. They came from a huge Catholic family. I especially looked forward to those summer days when Lupe invited me over to swim at her uncle’s house. It was a fifteen-block walk to Gramercy Place, an enclave of gorgeous, exclusive homes. Lupe’s uncle’s home was surrounded by a high brick wall and wrought-iron gates. Vast, dark, and forbidding, it was the kind of place that forced you to talk in whispers.




  Before being allowed in the pool, we had to rake leaves off the tennis court, a strenuous job that left us in a sweat. Once the court was leafless, the woman of the house, Lupe’s aunt, would bring us into the kitchen for homemade lemonade. We never did see Lupe’s uncle Ramon.




  Once, Lupe sneaked me through the place for a quick tour. The master bedroom was cloaked with heavy curtains and stuffed with ornate religious artifacts. There was also a theater, complete with a stage and lights, for plays and musical performances.




  She explained that her uncle Ramon Novarro had been a handsome silent-movie star, as popular in his day as Rudolph Valentino. I’d never heard of either of them.




  THE STUDIOS DID LOTS of business with Dubrock’s, and photographers often came by to shoot layouts for movie magazines. I’d gawk from the sidelines as some beautiful young actress would stand on a mounting block, slip her leg over the saddle, and smile pretty for the camera.




  I noticed a lot of these gals being escorted by the same guy, a charming Irish fellow who was a regular at Dubrock’s and a pretty good rider as well. I hadn’t met him, but I knew that Irish Lad was his preferred horse. I overheard someone say that he was an actor. One day, he showed up with actress Ann Blyth and a photographer in tow. In the middle of the photo session, the guy spotted me and walked over. I was grappling with a pitchfork of manure.




  “Hi, kid. You must live here. You’re here every time I show up. What’s your name?”




  “Art Gelien.”




  “How old are you, Art?”




  I think I lied and said, “Fourteen.” I was twelve.




  “Ever thought about being in pictures? You got the look for it.”




  My face burned with embarrassment. And excitement. I was speechless.




  “My name’s Dick Clayton,” the guy said, shaking my hand. “If you ever want to get into the movies, talk to me.”




  I figured this Dick Clayton character had to be crazy. How could I have known he’d end up being the most important person in my life?




  WALT RETURNED FROM New York exactly one month after he’d been shipped off. I pestered him relentlessly: “What’s he like? What’s our dad really like? Tell me! Tell me!”




  “Don’t ask,” was all Walt said.




  He never mentioned our father again.




  OUR STINT AT ST. PAUL’S ended in the ninth grade. Money was too tight for Mother to make the monthly tuition. She enrolled us in Mount Vernon Junior High, even though it killed her to send us to a public school.




  Outside the Catholic cloisters, my education was radically different.




  Day one at Mount Vernon was a rude awakening. I was surrounded in the school yard by hundreds of gawking freshman girls. No nuns around to quash their adolescent urges or break up the impromptu assembly. The girls kept a not-so-discreet distance, making me feel like some rare attraction at the zoo. Or, more to the point, like a fox cornered by hounds. At the bell, I charged through a gauntlet of squeals to my homeroom.




  Not exactly the kind of confirmation I’d been preparing for at St. Paul’s. Instead, it was confirmation that, even as a kid, I had the look that made girls swoon. I’d sprouted to five foot eleven and had tousled, sun-bleached hair, my mother’s strong features, and plenty of muscles from a knockabout childhood. Girls went goofy just looking at me.




  It made me miserable.




  I couldn’t stand anybody fawning over me just because of the way I looked. “What’s inside a person is more valuable than what’s on the outside,” Mother constantly preached. “Don’t be fooled by the exterior.”




  Imagine: a fourteen-year-old with an entourage. An entourage, but precious few friends. Girls, mostly. Boys had no use for me; they were jealous of all the attention I got for doing nothing. I couldn’t blame them.




  The positive side of my getting all this unwanted attention was that, almost by osmosis, it began to dissolve my innate insecurity. Painful shyness receded into a sort of dorky bashfulness. No point to hiding in the corner if you’re only going to be surrounded. I was forced to socialize.




  My interest in music continued, thanks to a wonderful teacher, Emily Joost, who played piano in a neighborhood club. She understood teenagers and had fun with us. She wasn’t afraid of boogie-woogie and sometimes let us pound it out in class. When she picked me to sing lead in a swing band she was putting together at the school, I was thrilled. She kept it a secret, however, when printing up the bulletin seeking a girl to sing opposite me—“We don’t need a riot on our hands,” she said with a laugh.




  Bobbie Turner was Miss Joost’s choice, and she and I were immediately declared a “hot item” in the school paper. Bobbie was from Texas and wore her dark hair dangling over one eye, a teenage version of the then-popular movie star Ella Raines. We became good friends despite the ridiculous romantic hoopla that swirled around us on campus. She even saddled up one Saturday at Du Brock’s, although a nasty spill convinced her to stick to singing. Bobbie was a good sport who’d talk to me about anything and everything and never tried to push me into “going steady.”




  If a girl was satisfied with simply being my pal, we got along great. Two of my best pals were Gloria Cohen and Jeannine Herrin, who could keep me laughing all day.




  Jeannine had a mad crush on actor Tom Drake. She begged me to go with her after school to MGM Studios, in the hope that she’d get his autograph as he was driving off the lot. “We don’t even have to change buses to get to Culver City,” she pleaded. Since I never spent my money on anything other than horses, I agreed to go with Jeannine only if we hitchhiked.




  While we were waiting for Tom Drake to magically appear, a huge Cadillac cruised through the gates. In the back was Elizabeth Taylor, star of National Velvet, my favorite horse movie. I’d written her a gushing fan letter after I’d seen the film for the sixth time.




  Jeannine always made fun of me: “The only way any girl stands a chance with you is if she’s horse crazy!”




  Gloria Cohen gave up any romantic notions she may have had about me after a couple of dates: “I don’t intend to play second fiddle to a horse.”




  Once the hormones kicked in and girl friends started to think like girlfriends—things went south in a hurry.




  Even my best buddy, little scarecrow Mary Lu Valpey, wasn’t immune to puberty’s power. After we’d known each other about a year, she started busting out all over. First the glasses came off, then the braces, then her skin cleared up—oh, my God, she bloomed into a knockout overnight!




  It wasn’t long before I discovered her in a stall at Dubrock’s, making out with horny old Slim. I saw red. It wasn’t jealousy, really, or anger over a guy groping my friend. Seeing my platonic sweetheart suddenly turn into a woman made me realize that childhood had come to an end.




  Innocence is helpless against biology.




  If it rained on Saturday, I didn’t bother going to Dubrock’s. I’d go to the movies instead. The Arlington Theatre, home of all my film-infused fantasies, was now the neighborhood’s big weekend make-out spot. I figured I should get in on the action, be like the other guys, even though I had little in common with them.




  Four or five guys, cruising in a pack, would surround one of the local girls. They’d guide her to the back of the theater, the way animals isolate and herd one of their own. They’d take turns nuzzling her and fondling her breasts.




  I did it, too—even though I was always afraid the girl would call the police on me, the way Lois had. As I copped a few sheepish feels, my brain disconnected. I should be out at the barn, with the horses! That’s where I belong!




  The guys ribbed me, of course, for my lack of enthusiasm. I didn’t care. I didn’t want any part of it. Saturday afternoon at the movies was a far cry from the days of Beverly Peck.




  I FOLLOWED IN Walt’s footsteps, literally, when I landed the lead, opposite Marilyn Gustafson, in our school production of an operetta, The Wedding Shoes. It was Mount Vernon Junior High’s biggest event of the year, and when word got around that Marilyn and I would share a kiss at the final curtain, tickets started selling.




  The kiss we rehearsed was really nothing more than a friendly peck on the cheek. But the night of the premiere, when the big moment came, I was so excited I suddenly improvised. As I swept Marilyn into my arms, screaming and cheering erupted in the audience. Then I kissed her—on the lips. Hats and sweaters and books were suddenly flying everywhere. Girls climbed up on their seats and started jumping up and down. Teachers frantically ran through the aisles trying to restore order. The mayhem lasted for what seemed like an eternity.




  The next day, the principal called me on the carpet and threatened to suspend me for “inciting a riot.” He then declared that because of the “disgraceful conduct” of the girls in the audience, future performances of The Wedding Shoes were prohibited from having a kiss at the final curtain.




  My popularity with female students was branded “disruptive” by certain faculty members. In particular, the science teacher, Miss Peacock, was outraged by how girls fawned over me. Believing that I willfully instigated their behavior, Miss Peacock picked on me mercilessly in her class, determined to publicly sink the girls’ “dreamboat.”




  Finally, Miss Peacock demanded an audience with my mother, assuming she would expose my antics. “Your son has no shame,” the teacher asserted. “Look at the disgraceful way he bleaches his hair to get attention.” Mother and I were dumbfounded. Bleaching my hair was a “crime” I’d never even considered committing.




  “My son does not bleach his hair,” Mother responded in her clipped Teutonic fashion. She peered more intently at Miss Peacock. “But you should think about doing something with those dark roots.”




  After confronting Miss Peacock face-to-face, Mother decided to move me and Walt to a different school, a couple of miles away. We didn’t live in the proper district, however. Such technicalities never deterred Gertrude Gelien. She strolled the neighborhood around our new school until she located an appropriate address—someplace she could imagine us living. That fictitious address was filled in on all the paperwork for John Burroughs Junior High School.




  Mother didn’t tolerate lying under any circumstances—except when it came to the welfare of her sons.




  I was proud of Mother for sticking up for me, but that didn’t stop her from sticking the needle in. She found her youngest son’s popularity with girls embarrassing—it violated her “Nothing for show” policy.




  If someone complimented her on my handsome appearance, Mother would always say, “Ach, you should meet Walter—he’s the smart one.”




  MOVIES ON A SCHOOL NIGHT were forbidden, but the lure of the Arlington was too strong, especially if something was playing that I absolutely had to see—which was pretty much everything. With Mother working a second job some nights, she was none the wiser about my breaking curfew.




  Always short on cash, I learned to sneak into the Arlington without paying. If a picture was lousy, I had a tendency to fall asleep. When the house lights came up, the manager would roust me and I’d dash home, hopefully before Mother got in from work.




  One of those nights at the Arlington, as I was sitting alone in the dark, a man swooped down into the seat beside me. I’d seen him once or twice around the neighborhood. Couldn’t guess his age, since when you’re fourteen everybody else is simply “older.” He was tall, gaunt, with a suit as black as his hair—I thought of him as the Undertaker.




  He wasn’t as clumsy as Mr. Biggs. This guy knew exactly what he was doing.




  I let him do it. Hard to say why—I was scared, and stupid, and excited. When he was finished, he gave me a dollar and wrote his phone number on a card. “If you ever want to do that again,” he said, “call me.”




  No chance of that, I told myself, buckling up. But despite the shame already suffocating me, I tucked his card inside my little rawhide-stitched wallet.




  Every day I talked myself out of calling the number on that card. A couple of weeks passed. Resistance crumbled. I dialed the number.




  When he answered, I chattered nervously about some good coming attractions at the Arlington. We made a date.




  I didn’t do it for the dollar. Not the first time, or the next half dozen.




  Eventually, the guilt became overwhelming. I’d spend hours at St. Paul’s, on my knees, praying for help, for some clarity to cut through my confusion. Why would I let a stranger touch me, a man no less?




  I finally mustered the courage to go to confession, convinced that one of the parish priests would grant me forgiveness and, I hoped, absolution. After all, belief in divine forgiveness, we’d learned in the catechism, was the cornerstone of Catholic faith.




  I entered the anonymous confines of the dark confessional, my heart pounding. Because of my acute claustrophobia, confession was already difficult for me. I thought I’d die as I haltingly explained to the priest what had happened. Saying the words was torture, but confessing was the only way I could go on living with myself.




  I never finished. Through the latticework boomed the priest’s voice, branding me the most despicable creature in the world. I was unfit to receive God’s forgiveness, unfit to set foot in His house, unfit to live. On and on this “man of God” went, mercilessly, until I ran shaking from the confessional. Instead of offering sanctuary, the church I loved now felt hateful and oppressive.




  I’d been taught to love God, to trust Him, to believe in His forgiveness. In minutes, this priest had undone everything.




  For people like me, he raged, God had no love, only wrath.




  Fortunately, my mother’s advice—one of her blessed homilies—proved to be a salve for the priest’s curses: “Every experience in life is worth having—if you learn from it.”




  I was determined to do just that.




  What I was learning about firsthand, at fourteen, was God’s greatest gift: free will. I was also learning, the hard way, the price you paid for using it.




  
4


  At Sea





  I LIED ABOUT MY AGE to join the Coast Guard in November 1946. Suddenly, finishing high school wasn’t as important as getting out of Los Angeles. I convinced my mother I’d absorb a more valuable education aboard ship and in foreign ports of call—following in her footsteps—than I’d get staying cooped up in a classroom, fending off girls during recess.




  The ink was barely dry on the enlistment papers when I was assigned to the U.S. Coast Guard cutter Minnetonka, nicknamed the Mighty Minnie. A steady diet of movies had me envisioning exotic locales ripe with intrigue, where I’d be Tyrone Power one day, Jon Hall the next. It didn’t take long for my shipmates to give me my nickname: Hollywood.




  How stupid was I—thinking we’d sail for Singapore or Shanghai? This was, after all, the Coast Guard. We charted course for a weather station in the Pacific called Bird Dog One, somewhere between the mainland and Hawaii. Our mission was to patrol a fifty-mile radius of saltwater for thirty consecutive days. Circling. No land in sight. Any adventure was limited to your dreams.




  I’d stand watch, swab decks, chip paint. When the boredom got to be too much, I’d chip more paint.




  Only once did the captain allow us to swim. That was an experience. Floating in the depthless sapphire sea, thousands of miles from civilization, nothing but a speck in the universe. Cleansing, in a way. A catharsis. Puny insecurities dissolved by an even more powerful feeling . . . insignificance. Not in a negative way, but in a spiritual way, the way religion was supposed to work, instilling a reassuring sense of your relative place in the immense order of things.




  The church let me down on that score, but not Our Lady of the High Seas. Whether I was riding in the mountains or sailing on the ocean, nature gave me a sense of belonging, even when I was entirely alone, completely cut off from other people.




  That’s how I felt, high up on the ship’s tower, standing watch as the Mighty Minnie plunged through giant swells on the way back to San Pedro. Surrounded by endless ocean, millions of stars overhead. Horribly homesick, but aching to get on with my new life, a life somewhere else. Anywhere else.




  On liberty, the guys wanted me to go on bar crawls through San Pedro or on forays through the Pike. I didn’t drink, hated cigarette smoke, couldn’t stand the relentless babble about skirt chasing. Macho bullshit is something the Coast Guard served in steady rations.




  My liberty typically began on Sepulveda Boulevard, with my thumb out. It was a straight shot, fifty-four miles, to the San Fernando Valley. A family in Northridge, whom I’d met at Dubrock’s, kept a gorgeous little chestnut mare out there and let me ride for free. The only place I felt completely comfortable was on horseback.




  Eventually, they let me enter the horse in competition at the Flintridge Riding Club in Pasadena, my first foray into “the big time.” I made a fool of myself in the first Jumper Class. Forgot the course. Second class of the day, my horse had three refusals and we were eliminated. Last class, I had numerous faults for crossing my own line. I packed a lot of schooling into that one day.




  After riding, I’d hitch over the hill to Hollywood Boulevard, to sneak into the latest movies. Had to stretch that hundred-dollar-a-month government check. Still tortured by what happened in the Arlington, I’d change my seat if some guy crept too close. Not that I’d leave—I’ve never left a movie half-watched. I love them too much for that.




  I was quite the loner in those days. Kept to myself mostly, living in a little fantasy bubble. The only friend I had my age was a kid nicknamed Bicycle Tommy, who came from a well-off Beverly Hills family but seemed as lost and untethered as I was. We’d just wander the boulevard, where all levels of show business seemed to collide in a nonstop public spectacle.




  There was an all-male hangout on the boulevard, a bar, the name of which I can’t recall. It was intriguing, full of nattily dressed, sophisticated-looking men, and when the door opened, popular tunes of the day like “Nature Boy” and “I’m Looking Over a Four-Leaf Clover” leaked out. However, the cigarette haze and alcohol smell stunted my curiosity—bars weren’t my style at all.




  Sometimes curiosity would get the best of me, and I’d test the waters with other boys, intrigued and relieved to find kids my age who shared my “unspoken secret.”




  Coffee Dan’s, on Hollywood near Highland, became a regular people-watching hangout. One of the locals I enjoyed watching was Del Cleveland. He had performed show tunes in New York supper clubs and loved to sit around spinning tales of his days back east, hobnobbing with the likes of George Gershwin, Cole Porter, and Rodgers and Hart. Now he was in the L.A. music scene and lived in an apartment across from Hollywood High. With no sexual strings attached, Del would let me sack out on his sofa when I was too bushed to hitch back to base. He played Cole Porter records endlessly—not exactly what my Coast Guard buddies were listening to in San Pedro saloons.




  It was at Del’s that I again crossed paths with Dick Clayton. Three years had passed since we first met. Now in his late twenties, Clayton was still trying to make it as an actor. His claim to fame, so far, was giving Jane Withers her first screen kiss.




  I’d encountered Dick plenty of times at Du Brock’s after our initial meeting, usually on weekends. When he came around, he made a lively impression—especially when he volunteered to teach some of the kids how to drive, letting us steer his fancy blue ’41 Pontiac convertible around a secluded part of Griffith Park.




  “I was impressed that you had a movie-star car,” I told Clayton when we saw each other again.




  “I was impressed that you had girls following you around everywhere,” he replied.




  Dick was disappointed I hadn’t gotten serious about an acting career. He recalled when some of Du Brock’s gang, myself included, went one night to see him in a picture called A Very Young Lady.




  “You know, Art,” he suddenly said, “your voice is bad. You need to work on your voice if you want to be an actor.” I figured he was trying to prove that his belief in my acting potential was real, not just some line he was feeding me.




  Dick had scored a spot in an Olson and Johnson comedy revue, Pardon My French, being produced on Broadway. “Art, if you get to New York anytime soon, be sure to look me up.”
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