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This book is dedicated to Hunter Waters.

Hunter was a Larry King Live producer who passed away with esophageal cancer early this year at the age of thirty-two.

I remain amazed by people of faith who can explain the passing of such a young, vital person. It always made me happy to see his smiling face. I always loved hearing the sound of his voice.

Rest well.
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Time

I’ve never thought much about time, because I’ve always been too busy looking at my watch.

That sounds like something Yogi Berra might say. But it’s true. You can’t be a broadcaster without being extremely conscious of the clock. I’m never late. I remember a time after I had heart surgery. I was at the La Costa Resort, waiting for my surgeon to meet me so we could head to the airport. I said, “Jeez, where is he?” Somebody who knew him said, “He can be late. He’s a surgeon. Surgery doesn’t start without him.”

A broadcaster cannot be late. Well, he can. But he’ll be fired. For fifty-three years, my day has been planned around six o’clocks and nine o’clocks. It’s hard to explain how conscious of the clock that makes you. I can only give you a sense.

Not only are you always conscious of the hour when you’re in broadcasting, but you also have a heightened awareness of seconds. When you’ve repeatedly got to slide into a commercial break, you understand exactly how long five seconds lasts.

I used to have a cheap little clock on the set of Larry King Live. Every time Jerry Seinfeld came on as a guest he’d swipe it. It wasn’t a case of: The show’s over, here’s your clock. He’d never give it back. I’d have to go to Radio Shack and buy another.

“Jerry,” I finally said—after he took it for the third time. “Give the clock back.”

“You don’t need it,” he said. “You’ve got a clock in your head.”

He was right. But the strange thing about the clock in my head is that it always seems to be in the future. This is how it feels: Just say there’s a miracle and I landed an interview with God on Monday night. It’d be on the front page of every newspaper: LARRY KING TO INTERVIEW GOD MONDAY. You know what I’d be thinking? What am I going to be doing on Wednesday night?


For fifty-three years, that’s the way my mind has worked: thinking about what’s next and constantly checking my watch to make sure I’m on time for it. But that’s very different from stopping to think about time and the meaning of its passing.

As my CNN show wound down the last two weeks of its twenty-five-year run, a moment came that made me stop to reflect. During the final minute of a satellite interview with Vladimir Putin, the Russian prime minister invited me to Moscow. Then, through his interpreter, he turned the tables on me.

“Can I ask you one question?”

“Sure.”

“In U.S. mass media,” he said, “there are many talented and interesting people. But, still, there is just one king there. I don’t ask why he is leaving. But, still, what do you think? We have a right to cry out: Long live the King! When will there be another man in the world as popular as you happen to be?”

I’ve never taken compliments well, and my head dipped. It’s OK in broadcasting to look down at your notes for an instant. But your eyes can’t become glued to your desk. My head just wouldn’t come up. I doubt many broadcasters have been faced with a similar situation. It wasn’t a mistake. A reaction isn’t a mistake. I was humbled.

For the first time since May 1, 1957, I was speechless. That moment with Putin connected me to my first moment on the air.

As I lowered the music to my theme song in the control booth of a tiny radio station in Miami Beach, my mouth felt like cotton. I couldn’t introduce myself. I opened my mouth, but no words came out. WAHR listeners must have wondered what the hell was going on when I took up the theme song again and lowered it once more. Again, no words came out. Maybe the audience could hear the pounding of my heart—but that was about it. I took up the theme song again, then brought it down for the third time. Nothing. That’s when the station manager kicked open the control room door and screamed: “This is a communications business!”

It was as if he grabbed me by the shoulders and shook the words out of me. I told the microphone how all my life I’d dreamed of being a broadcaster. I told it how nervous I was. I told it how the station manager had just changed my name a few minutes earlier and then kicked open the door. I let myself be me, and the words started flowing.

So my career had started with an awkward moment of speechlessness. I couldn’t believe I was actually on the air. And now my television show was approaching an end with another speechless moment. The prime minister of Russia has just called me a king.

The same lesson I learned on my first day guided me  through the awkwardness fifty-three years later: There’s no trick to being yourself.

My head came up to look at Putin in the monitor. My words were not memorable, but they were sincere.

“Thank you. Thank you,” I told him. “I have no answer to that.”

 



 



In so many ways, the end has brought me back to the beginning. The moment with Putin makes me look back on everything that’s happened since my mother came to America by boat from the tsar’s Russia. I can picture my mother. If I close my eyes, I can even hear her voice: “Again, you’re unemployed?”

She had a great sense of humor, Jenny Zeiger. The classic Jewish mother. Truth is, only my mother would have believed that a kid like me, who never went to college, could have had such success. The more I look back, the more unbelievable it becomes. There have been so many twists and turns.

I think of my earliest memories of the Russians. As a boy I rooted for them when I studied World War II maps in the newspapers. They were fighting the Germans on the second front.

Everyone I knew loved Joe Stalin. Papa Joe, we called him. By the time I got my first teenage kiss, we hated him. Stalin had seized the Eastern bloc.

There was panic in America the year I started in radio. Sputnik had been launched. We were no longer in the lead. The Soviets could look down on us. I was a married man with a young son when I saw tanks roll down the streets of Miami during the Cuban missile crisis.

Humor helps after moments like that. The comedian Mort Sahl did a funny bit on how things change: An American soldier  gets knocked unconscious during World War II and doesn’t wake up until more than fifteen years later.

“Get me my gun!” he says. “Get me my gun! I’m gonna go kill those Germans!”

“No, no,” the doctors try to calm him, “the Germans are our friends.”

“Are you crazy?” the soldier says, “We’ve got to help the Russians get the Germans.”

“No, no, no. World War II ended years ago. The Russians are our enemies.”

“I’ll tell you what then,” the soldier says. “Get me my gun so I can help the Chinese wipe out the Japs.”

“No, no, no, no. The Japanese are now our friends. The Communist Chinese are our enemies.”

“What a crazy world.” The soldier shakes his head. “I’d better rest. I think I’ll take a vacation. Maybe a couple of weeks in Cuba.”

By the time the Vietnam War started, I was interviewing everyone from generals to Soviet defectors on local radio and television. I was Mr. Miami. We were told the war would stop the domino spread of Communism. Not long after we figured out our mistake, the Soviets made one of their own and invaded Afghanistan. By then, I was on all night, coast to coast. President Carter came on my Mutual Broadcasting radio show to explain the U.S. boycott of the Moscow Olympics.

I couldn’t even get CNN on my television in Washington when Ted Turner started it. Ted didn’t see the satellite as an enemy. One of the few rules he had when I joined CNN in 1985 was that we couldn’t say the word foreign. Borders were crazy to him. He wanted to use satellites to bring people together.

By the time the Berlin Wall came down, the backdrop of my show was known around the world. Mikhail Gorbachev  came to meet me for lunch wearing suspenders. Boris Yeltsin watched me announce that OJ was heading down the freeway in the white Bronco. When he arrived in the U.S. for a presidential conference, the first question Yeltsin whispered into President Clinton’s ear was: “Did he do it?”

I think back to my mother and all those Jews who left the pogroms and Russia at the turn of the twentieth century. And I think of the irony of Putin telling me in our first meeting that his favorite place in the world to visit is Jerusalem.

How could it be that so much time has passed? Seems like I was just running down the streets of Bensonhurst with my friend Herbie to celebrate V-E Day. Suddenly, I’m celebrating my show’s twenty-fifth anniversary? Then I’m announcing that my show is going to end? When I did, the most popular sports star in Washington, D.C., was the Russian hockey player Alexander Ovechkin. And Putin called to ask if he could make a final visit before I signed off. Maybe this is what Ted Turner had hoped for when he started the network.

Yes, we have come full circle. Once again, we can be friendly with the Russians. Everything changes, and everything stays the same. Again, you’re unemployed?

Why is the world like this? I have no idea—only another good joke that confirms it.

A guy living in the Bronx takes his shoes in for repair. It’s December 6, 1941. The next day, the Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor, and he enlists.

He goes overseas. He fights the war, meets a Japanese girl, marries her. He goes into business, lives in Tokyo for twenty-five years. One day he comes back to the United States for a business meeting. He’s going through an old wallet and finds a ticket stub for that old pair of shoes. It’s marked December 6, 1941.

He wonders if the shoe store is still there. So he asks his limo driver to take him up to the Bronx.

There it is! John’s Shoe Repair.

“I’m gonna go in with the ticket,” the guy tells the driver, “just to see what happens.”

He walks in. It’s the same repairman!

The guy hands John the repairman the ticket. John the repairman turns and shuffles to the back.

A minute later he returns to the counter and says, “They’ll be ready next Tuesday.”
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Leaving

I’m not sure which comes first—acceptance or belief. When you first realize you’re about to lose something that’s a part of you, it’s hard to accept. But even when you start to accept the loss, it’s still hard to believe.

I knew my show had only a few months remaining when I sat down last September to interview the Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad for the third time. Yet as our final session ended, the words that left my mouth were: “We’ll pick this up next year . . .”

You don’t stop to think it’s the last time you might be interviewing President George Bush 41 when he lifts himself out of a wheelchair to greet you. His leg was shaking from a variation of Parkinson’s disease. He was eighty-six years old. What you do is talk about his plans to go skydiving.

Maybe my feelings about leaving can be traced back to my first memory of it—when my father left me. There was no warning. I was nine years old, walking home from the library carrying an armful of books. Three police cars were in front  of my apartment. I started running up the steps when I heard my mother’s screams. A cop came down the staircase straight for me. He picked me up and the books under my arm went flying. The cop put me in a police car and told me that my father had died of a heart attack.

I was bewildered at first. But then another emotion set in. I refused to cry. I didn’t go to the funeral. I stayed home and bounced a spaldeen—the Spalding rubber ball we used to play stickball with—off the front stoop. Years later, when I mentioned to a psychologist how I had purposely recited prayers in synagogue in a way to provoke pity, he suggested that it might have been because I was angry—angry that my father had left me.

Of course, I now understand that it wasn’t my father’s fault. He certainly didn’t want to leave me. But the day he left probably had more impact on my life than any other.

It may have seemed abrupt when I announced on my show in late June that I was leaving. But it was a process of evolution on my end. Looking back, there were several moments that foretold the change.

At the end of February, I got a call from my producer, Wendy Walker, and her top aide, Allison Marsh. They were elated. They’d just landed an interview with the head of the Toyota Motor Corporation, Akio Toyoda. There was no bigger story in the news at the time. Toyoda was testifying before Congress after the recent surge of accidents and deaths caused by unintended acceleration stemming from defective parts. “It’ll be his only interview,” Wendy said. “He doesn’t want to be interviewed by anyone else.”

I should have been happy. I’d been asking for a show on this topic for weeks. Not only were Wendy and the staff delivering—they were doing so big time. It doesn’t get any better than booking the guy who runs the company. But there  were a couple of catches. Akio Toyoda wanted to do the interview face-to-face. And since he was testifying in Washington, that meant I had to get on a plane in L.A. the following morning to get there on time.

CNN flies me private, so the plane was no problem. But there were personal issues. Not many people were aware, but I was fighting off prostate cancer at that point. I’d also had a stent placed in one of my arteries to open up a blockage. Doctors had advised me to take it easy and avoid stress. But that seemed almost impossible. I was going through a rough patch with my wife, and there was tension at home that we were trying to work out. Shawn has a history of migraine headaches and was not feeling well on the day Wendy’s call came. I didn’t want to leave her. Plus, I’d be flying off, coming right back, then flying to Washington again a few days later for my cardiac foundation fund-raiser. Something inside told me it was all too much.

“You can stay in Washington and do the show there until the fund-raiser,” Wendy suggested. Wendy was going to take care of everything. But that would mean waiting around and being away from Shawn and my two young boys for a few days. I didn’t want that, either.

“Akio Toyoda is going to be testifying before Congress all day,” I told Wendy. “It’s all going to be taped and he’s going to be on every news channel. It’s not like people aren’t going to see him answering questions. I don’t think I need to go.”

Wendy must have been stunned. She’d been producing my show for seventeen years. I’d never turned down an interview of this magnitude before. Apart from my heart problems, I’d never called in sick. From the moment I got my first job as a deejay in Miami Beach, everyone at the station knew that if they needed to take a shift off, all they had to do was call Larry.  Larry would fill in. I could never get enough of the microphone. In my free time during those early days I had a second job announcing at the dog track. Then I took on a newspaper column and a local television show. On top of that, I’d speak for pleasure to audiences at the Rotary Club or Knights of Columbus. As the years passed, I took on even more. Back in the mid-’80s, I’d finish my CNN show in Washington, drive to Virginia to do my all-night talk-radio show on the Mutual network, get some sleep, then write a column for USA Today during the day—and then help raise money for my cardiac foundation to get heart operations for people who couldn’t afford them. I was always prepared to work. Since the day I went on the air, I’ve never gotten drunk. I worked fifty-three straight days after 9/11. I often went to the studio to tape shows on Saturdays and Sundays. Shawn always wondered why we could never just get in a car and drive up the coast for a week. It seemed like a nice idea. I’d never say no. But we’d never make the trip. I guess the truth is that there was no microphone in the car. I think it was Woody Allen who said that 80 percent of life is showing up. Whenever CNN needed me, I was always there.

On top of that, I hardly ever say no to anyone. On one level, the absence of negativity is probably a reason why guests feel safe around me. That’s why they’re comfortable enough to open up. But never saying no can also be a huge fault. Ten people can ask me to do a favor at the same time on the same day, and I’ll agree to all ten requests. I just don’t want to let anybody down. Naturally, that’s caused me to let down the people I didn’t want to let down in the first place, and has gotten me into trouble over the years. But I just don’t have it in me to deny anyone anything. Fifty-year-old women I’ve never met approach me at breakfast with modeling portfolios and ask if  I can help them get a job in fashion. Yoga instructors show up with stretch mats and ask me to speak at their classes. Men with stashes of foreign bonds that for some reason they can’t cash ask me if I know people who can help. Why me? I’m always asking as I step out after breakfast at Nate ’n Al’s deli. But I know why. It’s because I can’t say no. That’s why my friend Sid Young sits next to me at breakfast. He says no. Sid, and my lawyers.

Suddenly, I’m saying no to an interview that Barbara Walters and Oprah Winfrey would like to have? After my staff worked overtime to pull it off? At a time when the network’s ratings were falling behind Fox and MSNBC, and negotiations were about to begin on my next contract?

I went to dinner with some friends that night but didn’t feel like eating. After a while, I wanted to throw up. I left early, went home, but couldn’t sleep. I tried to do a little reading, and finally dozed off. When I woke up it was just after midnight.

Yeah, I thought, Akio Toyoda is going to be testifying all day. Yeah, he’s going to be all over the news. But I might get more out of him. A senator only cares about how the hearing affects American car owners. He has an agenda. I don’t. I’d ask questions a senator wouldn’t consider. “Your grandfather started the company. What do all these troubles mean for you when you are in front of your friends?” His answer to this question is going to be very different from the responses that everyone will see on clips from the hearing. There are interesting things that can come out of this interview, I thought, and the best way to get those answers is face-to-face.

I went to the bedroom and looked at Shawn. She was sleeping peacefully. She seemed to be feeling better. Now my mind was really starting to fly. I could take the kids to school. Then, if I flew out at ten in the morning, I’d get to Washington around five thirty in the afternoon. I could do the show,  jump back on a plane to L.A. and be home by 1:30 a.m. That way I could take the boys to school the next morning.


What was I thinking? This is a piece of cake. I couldn’t get back to sleep. So I called Wendy. It was 2:26 a.m.

“Hello! Wendy, it’s Larry!”

“Larry ...”

“Listen, if you can reach the Toyota people, tell them I’ll do it.”

We talked some more and then I got a few hours’ sleep. When I awoke and opened the New York Times it said: Snow possible in Washington. I didn’t care. I got some chewing gum for the flight. I was all set. Then I looked at my phone and saw a message to call Wendy.

The heart physician Dean Ornish had told her sometime before that I needed to avoid stress. She didn’t want to put any more on me. She said she’d try to make the interview happen by satellite—and she did. It worked out well, got big play, and everybody was happy. But looking back, I realize: For the first time, I’d said no.

The tension in my marriage kept building. I’ll get into this later on. I definitely want to clear up some misconceptions. But for now, I want to focus on how I came to leave my show and the ups and downs that came with it. So I’ll stick to the basics.

On the morning after opening day at Dodger Stadium, we got into a loud argument outside the house. I had made a mistake, and Shawn found out about it. The mistake—whether big or small—is nobody’s business. It’s between Shawn and me. I just wanted to move past it and get on with our lives. That’s how I deal with mistakes. My friend Sid was with me. I got so upset that I just wanted to get away. We weren’t exactly in Tiger Woods territory, but in driving off I nearly ran over Sid’s toe.

It’s impossible to know how Shawn felt. I felt like I was  going to have a heart attack. We both filed for divorce. But there was no sense of relief. It was a miserable day. I was exhausted and didn’t know how I could do the show. Willie Nelson was the scheduled guest. He has a great line about divorce: “It costs so much because it’s worth it.” But it wasn’t amusing that day. I felt hollow as I went to the studio. Then the lights came on. It always amazes me what happens when the camera starts rolling. No matter how low or tired I feel, I shoot right up. I have no idea where this energy comes from. But there’s nothing in the world like it. Willie and I had a great hour. We sang “Blue Skies.” Shawn had recorded with Willie, and—shows you where my mind was—we talked about the two of them singing together in the future as if the divorce filings had never happened.

That night was one of the worst of my life.

I was in a hotel room only a couple of miles away from my home but it felt like I’d abandoned my sons. Chance had just turned eleven. Cannon was nine—the same age I was when my father died. Garth Brooks says that every curse is a blessing and every blessing’s a curse. That night, I think both Shawn and I understood exactly what he meant. It was a sleepless night that didn’t seem to end. But I think it made us both realize that we didn’t want to leave our kids. We didn’t want to leave our home. And we didn’t want to leave each other. I just wanted the funny, smart, and beautiful woman I married twelve years before to reappear and the arguments to stop.

Millions of couples in America have gone through the same process and emotions. But getting things back together is not easy when you’re on worldwide television and you’ve been married seven times before to six other women. That last fact alone gives late-night comics an irresistible punch line. Look, I’m not going to deny that I’ve made some mistakes along the way. But  Shawn and I had been married for twelve years. That ain’t small potatoes. I have a good family. Somehow facts like that get lost when a celebrity marriage has trouble. The simplest act—like coming together to watch our sons play a Little League baseball game—became surreal. One night shortly after the divorce filing, there were at least sixty paparazzi snapping away at my bewildered kids as we tried to walk through the darkness to our cars. Shawn’s mother got knocked over. Cannon started crying. Shawn put Cannon on her back to protect him, threw a jacket over his head and ran down a hill with cameras flashing all around them. If I had known this was going to happen, would I ever have entered the lawyer’s office?

It took us a while to rescind the divorce papers and work things out. In the meantime, a bad vibe circulated. There’s a line between mean and funny. It felt like many of the late-night jokes crossed to the wrong side. The tabloids and Internet sites had a field day. The problem with the tabloid attention was that it set another dynamic in motion. The mainstream press started to examine CNN’s declining ratings. I was a symbol for the network, and the writers were beginning to wonder if time had begun to pass me by. It’s only natural for your staff to fight back to improve the ratings. The easiest way to do that is to book tabloid-style stories. If I disliked tabloid shows in the first place, imagine how I felt doing them when my own marriage had become one. The situation might have continued spiraling downhill if not for one saving grace: The twenty-fifth anniversary of my show was approaching.

President Obama, Lady Gaga, LeBron James, and Bill Gates were lined up as guests back to back. Another show was assembled to look at the best moments over a quarter century. It was an amazing week, and it changed the energy and the conversation. Flying back home from the White  House I was on a high. That’s when everything seemed to come into focus.

In a single week, I’d sat down with the president of the United States, the hottest stars in music and sports, and a billionaire who was changing the world through philanthropy. Was it ever going to get any better that that? Or was I looking at a future of shows with fifteen reporters and analysts who’d never met Sandra Bullock all talking about her marital problems in order to prop up the ratings?

It was a year before my contract was up—the time we traditionally start working out a new one. I sometimes wonder what would have happened if Ted Turner were still running the network. Ted hired me in less than twenty-four hours, and I’m sure the meeting would have been completely different. He’s an extremely loyal guy and he would have figured out some way—any way—to keep me in front of the microphone. Negotiations were always swift and ended in three-, four-, or five-year contracts. But the Ted Turner who hired me back in 1985 had the only cable news game around. The network’s execs twenty-five years later—Jim Walton, Phil Kent, and Jon Klein—were competing in a different world.

If I had to compare myself to a ballplayer as I entered the meeting, I’d identify myself with the New York Yankees shortstop Derek Jeter. I was getting older. I hadn’t had my best year. But there were some high moments. I was associated with the network the way Jeter is with Yankee pinstripes. The backdrop to my show is one of the most recognizable images in the world. Attendance might have been down, but CNN was making a nice profit—just like the Yanks. And some of the reasons for the decline in my show’s ratings were not my own. The show leading in to mine was having a difficult time and the host ended up leaving in the middle of the year. It’s no different from baseball:  If the player batting before you is hitting .350, you’re going to see better pitches and have a higher average. I didn’t have the benefit of a large audience rolling into my show. This may be a stretch, but to continue the analogy, CNN was asking me to sacrifice my numbers by moving a base runner along. Joy Behar started out as a guest on my show, then guest hosted. She’s funny, got a great spirit, and she was given her own show on CNN Headline News in my time slot, nine o’clock. I get it. The idea is to bring in as many viewers as possible and make the most money for the network. That’s corporate America. The guys at Pontiac try to beat the brains out of the guys from Buick even though they both work for General Motors. Believe me, nobody was happier than me to see Joy’s mounting success. But fair is fair. I’m sure that on some nights viewers were curious about Joy and her guests and clicked the remote to her show. My own network was cutting into my ratings and then wondering why they were falling.

The bottom line is, just as I’m sure Jeter wants to play for as long as he can with the Yankees, I wanted to stay with CNN. Over and over, the execs had told me, “You’re here as long as you like.” I figured I would be. My thoughts going into the meeting were simple. Maybe we can just lighten the workload a little and tone down the tabloid stuff.

The execs at CNN are very much in the position of baseball executives. They have to compete on the field and simultaneously prepare for the future. If they don’t, they fail. Fail, and they get fired. So they have to protect themselves in a way that Ted Turner didn’t. Ted was the owner. Ted cared more about money than ratings. If you said to Ted, which do you prefer, to be first in the ratings and make 1 million or be third in the ratings and make $1.3 million? He’d say, give me the $1.3 million. CNN was doing very well. It was making more  money than Fox. But it was easy to see management’s point of view. Broadcasting is not the same as it was in 1993 when 16 million people tuned in to the debate on my show between Vice President Al Gore and Ross Perot. The market has been fractured and tastes have changed. People are tuning in to cable news now not so much to get educated as to be entertained and have their own political opinions reinforced. A host like Bill O’Reilly uses his guests as props. One of the Nate ’n Al’s breakfast gang once said that if Glenn Beck could get Kleenex as a sponsor he’d weep on cue four times a day. CNN’s execs were competing in that world—and their prime-time guy was about to turn seventy-seven. Their prime-time guy would never beat down his guests. Their prime-time guy didn’t want to do the tabloid stuff.

They made their proposal. It was not for the multi-year contract I was expecting. Maybe I felt something that every player who’s been on the all-star team feels when the days of the long-term contracts end. Whatever happened to “You’re here as long as you like”? Maybe broadcasting had changed, but there were still a lot of people who wanted to see me do what I do. I know this because I hear from them every day. They prefer to see people they’re curious about candidly talking about their lives. They aren’t interested in the shock and gossip tabloid stuff. But hey, the bottom line is, if the host ain’t happy, we’re all just spinning our wheels.

There was some back-and-forth between CNN, my agency, and my lawyer, Bert Fields. Bert came to me and said, How about this? You’ll work a few more months until they get a replacement. You’ll be paid the full final year of your contract. And then, for three years after that, you do a series of four specials a year on mutually agreeable subjects.

The specials would be for less money than I was making at the time, but it was still good money, and I’d be a free man. 
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