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Hello Darlin’








Introduction



Everyone has a moment when life pulls a U-turn. Mine occurred in Weatherford, Texas.


It was the summer after my senior year of high school. I was seventeen years old. Two years earlier, I’d left a comfortable liberal school or rich kids in bucolic Vermont to be with my dad, a prominent lawyer in the small Texas town. I’d said I wanted to work as a cowboy. That time had finally come. I had my hat, my jeans, my boots … everything but a job.


My dad got me work in the machine shop at the Antelope Tool Company, a stultifyingly hot Quonset hut where I made a tool used in oil drilling that a machine behind me spit out at a rate a hundred times faster than I could make them by hand. Then I switched to unloading 100-pound cement bags from railroad boxcars under the fiery August sun, until the company’s owner transferred me to his house—theoretically a promotion—where I was put to work digging ditches for sewer lines and a hole for his swimming pool.


But that was the toughest of all the jobs, and probably as close to hell as I’e ever been. Shovels and picks were useless against the hard ground. Every few feet, we had to blast it with dynamite. One sweltering afternoon, as I leaned unsteadily against my shovel at the bottom of a ten-foot hole where guys much older and tougher than me were passing out from the heat and the dynamite fumes, I had an epiphany. The only horses I’d seen all summer were in the local rodeo. The hell with trying to be a cowboy.


“I think I want to be an actor,” I told my dad.


Soon I was standing on my mother’s doorstep in New York. My mother was Broadway star Mary Martin. It’s hard to imagine anyone not knowing who my mother was, but nowadays, eight years after her death, I’ll meet young people up to twenty-five or thirty who have no idea of the Mary Martin of South Pacific or The Sound of Music. But mention Peter Pan and their eyes light up. They can tell me how old they were and where they were when they watched it. When I tell them that Peter Pan was my mother, they light up but then look incredulous. One eighteen-year-old girl said, “That’s impossible. Peter was a boy. And anyhow, he never grew up.”


Such is the power of TV, and unfortunately they show Peter Pan very seldom now. So perhaps there will be many more children who will miss her extraordinary performance. Four of my granddaughters were watching the cartoon version of Peter Pan and halfway through, one of them asked, “When does the real Peter Pan come on?”


The real Peter Pan worked some of her magic to get me started. She also gave me some advice:


“Always know your lines. Hang up your own clothes. And try to be reasonably sober.”


*   *   *


In this book I’m going to describe how I did my best. A lot already has been said about me. I’ve been described as the Mad Monk of Malibu, the kooky actor in the caftan who led flag parades up and down the beach, didn’t speak on Sundays, and occasionally roared up to the grocery store on a Harley while dressed in a yellow chicken suit. It’s also no secret that I’m a recovering alcoholic whose life has been prolonged by a liver transplant.


It’s all true, but there’s more to say, lots more. Some of it’s funny, some of it’s serious, and some contains the wisdom that comes from discovering that having it all doesn’t mean you actually have it all. In writing this book, I decided to throw all that mumbo in the gumbo, to stir in the stories, the little-known details, and the lessons I’ve learned, and I wanted to do it before I couldn’t remember it anymore or we destroy the planet, whichever comes first.


I’m often asked how my liver transplant operation changed my life. Aside from saving it, nothing changed. It confirmed what I’ve always tried to do—live my life as fully as possible before the clock runs out. My happiness comes from being a husband, father, and grandfather of five, not from stardom, which is a fluke. I starred in two very successful television series. When people ask for my secret, I tell them it’s been 20 percent hard work, 80 percent luck. I think a lot of life comes down to that. If you push too hard for something, it seems to retreat. If you hold on to something too tightly, it manages to slip away.


So little is in our control. I was once asked what were the three luckiest things that happened in my life, and I said, “Being born white, in the U.S.A., and in the twentieth century.” Even with all the luck in the world, you can’t ignore fate. Sometimes fate requires you to need a liver transplant. Other times all you need is a sense of humor. The other day I was in a restaurant and two young girls, fifteen or sixteen, came up to my table and asked if I was the guy who played Major Nelson in I Dream of Jeannie. When I said yes, one of them said, “You used to be really hot.”


Real life is a roller-coaster, full of spills and thrills. As I see it, I’ve spent much of my life in the business of crowd control. Each night, millions of people are at home staring at a box, and I’m inside it. If they weren’t watching TV, they’d be outside rioting in the streets, breaking windows, and overturning police cars. I help keep them sedated, and at the same time I help sell cars, aspirin, deodorant, and feminine hygiene products. So far I’ve been pretty good at it. Hell, I even take a little credit for helping bring down the Eastern bloc.


Memories are like money—you can’t take them with you, so you might as well share them. Between the ages often and eighteen, I had a steamer trunk in which I kept all my most valuable possessions. When I struck out on my own to make it as an actor, I left it with a costume designer who had a large apartment in New York City. Ruth Morley was her name. She kept that trunk for me until she died, and then I lost all trace of it. All the stuff I’d collected was gone.


You don’t have to be a shrink to see that I’ve spent the rest of my life replacing what was in that trunk with lots more shit. I’m a pack rat. Don’t raise the subject with my wife. A few years ago we had six homes spread across L.A., Santa Fe, and New York, and she explained it was for all the stuff I’d accumulated. She was only half joking. I can’t throw anything out. I collect hats because I have to. Same with flags and costumes. I have drawers and closets full of memorabilia. I can’t even remember what memories are attached to most of this stuff, but it inspired a lot of stories for this book.





Chapter One


For Bob and Melinda Wynn, it was a big night. Maybe the biggest. Bob was a Texas wildcatter who’d made and lost fortunes and at the moment was flush enough for his wife to serve as the chairperson of the Cattle Barons Ball, a cancer fund-raiser that was the hottest ticket among the social elite in Dallas. Bob’s wife, Melinda, was exquisitely beautiful. He wanted the best for her, from diamonds to clothes (like the Bob Mackie gown she’d had made for the evening) to social status, which hosting the ball ensured.


Like so many of Bob’s endeavors, it appeared to be working. Everyone who was anyone in Dallas was on the grounds outside of Southfork, the epicenter of so much sex, sleaze, and scandal on television’s highest-rated series. It was exciting, like being on a Hollywood set. Even better, a fleet of helicopters swooped in, circling overhead, and then it began to rain money—one-hundred-dollar bills.


Within moments they knew that each helicopter carried one of the stars from Dallas and that I was in the lead chopper, the guy in the white Stetson who was tossing out handfuls of the one-hundred-dollar bills with my picture on them and the saying “In Hagman We Trust.” As all of us stepped onto the lawn, people cheered and waved. Some shouted, “We love you, J.R.,” and I could feel the atmosphere turn electric. Out of the corner of my eye I caught Bob Wynn grinning.


But his good mood didn’t last long. As I knew from having lost money in one of his oil deals, Bob’s ventures often had another side, and this grand evening did too—rain. Not long after I arrived, the nighttime sky unleashed a storm of biblical force. It just poured. I was supposed to introduce the night’s entertainment, country music legend Johnny Cash. By the time I arrived backstage, I had mud up to the crotch of my white Western-style tux, the power had gone off, and Johnny was telling Bob why he couldn’t play.


“There’s a damn good chance me and my band could get electrocuted out there.”


Bob stepped forward until there wasn’t any space between him and Mr. Cash.


“Look, you son of a bitch,” he growled, “if you don’t go out there and play, I’m going to blow your head off.”


I have no doubt he might have done it too. Neither did Cash, who followed my introduction onto the stage, which, in the absence of electrical power, was illuminated by headlights from a bunch of Cadillacs and Rolls-Royces that were hastily moved into a semicircle. The introduction over, I hurried out to the audience, where my chair sunk into the mud. The woman next to me chuckled; hers was even deeper. We spoke briefly. She was from out of state, Cleveland or somewhere.


When the power was restored, and after a couple of songs, the man seated behind the woman asked the guy in front of her to remove his ten-gallon cowboy hat. It was blocking his view. It was blocking everybody’s view. When his request was ignored, he waited about fifteen seconds, reached over the lady, and knocked the guy’s hat off. She and I exchanged nervous glances as the man slowly turned around, asked for his hat, and put it back on. A few moments later the scene was repeated. But this time, before the hat hit the ground, the guy wheeled around and threw a vicious punch. It missed its target, who ducked, and instead hit the woman square on her forehead.


She tumbled backward in the mud. I saw a huge goose egg form just above her nose. I thought she was dead.


Meanwhile, the two men went at each other, fists flying and all that. As security intervened, I noticed Bob Wynn had taken over the microphone. He was asking everyone if they were having a good time. Despite the rain, it seemed like they were—except for the woman lying at my feet. An emergency medical team had rushed over and were working on her. A few minutes passed before she opened her eyes. She looked right at me without any recognition and asked where the hell she was.


“Dallas,” I said. “Welcome to Dallas, honey.”


*   *   *


My arrival in Texas, though much less violent, would over time lead to moments of real drama.


I was born in Fort Worth, Texas, on September 21, 1931. My mother was seventeen. She had married and become pregnant almost the moment her marriage was consummated. She had no idea about sex. Nor did she have much of a clue about motherhood. It just happened as if it was supposed to, like so many events in life seem when you look back on them.


But Mom did things her way, and her way was rarely traditional.


Her father, Preston Martin, was a prominent lawyer in town. Her mother, Juanita Presley, had taught violin at the community college. Mother was born in the family’s modest home. According to her, my grandfather signaled her birth to the neighbors by raising the bedroom curtain, and she liked to say, “Curtains have been going up for me ever since.”


My mother was a good-looking child. She sang the words to every song the town band played on Saturday nights outside the courthouse. At twelve, she took voice lessons. She would describe herself as the best customer at the Palace, the town’s only movie theater. She began to dream about becoming a performer after seeing Al Jolson sing “Mammy,” and soon she was able to mimic Ruby Keeler, ZaSu Pitts, and other stars of the day.


“Give me four people and I’m on,” she said. “Give me four hundred and I’m a hundred times more on.”


*   *   *


My father, Ben Hagman, had his own flair. He was a criminal attorney who, at six feet and 240 pounds, commanded a courtroom the way Mother did a stage. He once defended a man who’d gone into a sleazy bar on Jacksboro Highway and taken a shot at the bartender. While he missed the bartender, the bullet went through the bar’s thin metal siding and killed a lady seated in a pickup parked outside.


Dad got a hurry-up call from the shooter, who’d been arrested on murder charges. Before the cops launched an investigation, my dad went into the bar and pulled two slugs out of the wood in the back bar. Then in court he argued that two or more shots would’ve been murder, but one shot was an accident—at least in Texas it was. As he didn’t inform the court about the two extra slugs, Dad got his client a lesser sentence.


His family, originally from Sweden, owned lumber mills in Wisconsin before moving to Texas, shortly after the turn of the century. Dad’s mother, Hannah, a Christian Scientist, died of cancer. His father passed away soon after. He had two brothers. One, my uncle Carl, was a retired army officer. The other, my uncle Bill, married a woman named Ruth, and both were so fat they needed special heavy-duty springs in their car.


My father was nineteen when he met my mother, then fourteen. They didn’t start dating until she was a high school senior. After a hot summer romance, my mother’s parents attempted to lower the flame by sending her to Ward-Belmont, a finishing school in Nashville, Tennessee. Miserable there, she convinced her mother to come get her. For some reason, my grandmother brought Ben along, and then the three of them went to Hopkinsville, Kentucky, where my mother, sixteen, and Ben, twenty-one, got married.


“How hillbilly can you get?” my mother would say later.


*   *   *


She had a baby at seventeen, but after a couple of months of playing mother, she was miserable. Maybe not miserable, but frustrated.


Not a big surprise. She was a kid herself—too young to be a wife, too young to be a mother, and too full of ambition to settle down.


My father joined my grandfather’s law firm, and soon after, my mother opened Mary Hagman’s School of Dance in an old grain loft, and I was handed over to my grandma. I called her Nanny. All of us lived under the same roof, in my grandparents’ new home, a large, rambling, two-story house. My grandmother took care of all of us.


Weatherford still had the flavor of an old Western town. Horses outnumbered cars, electric lights were new (not all the homes outside of town had them), and the big thing was watermelon. In front of the courthouse, there was a tin watermelon about fourteen feet long, and outside of town there was another sign that said, “Welcome to Weatherford, Watermelon Capital of the World.” That sign was regularly used for target practice. Every year they had to replace it, and one year they simply changed it to say, “Welcome to Weatherford, Home of Watermelons and Mary Martin.”


Mother was very proud of that, but she’d joke, “Even in my hometown I can’t get top billing!”


But that wasn’t true. Everyone in town knew my mother as the talented, energetic dance instructor. I was two when she took the train to California, where she studied at Fanchon and Marco School of the Theater, a school for dancing teachers, in Hollywood. More trips followed. After she brought back new dance moves and the mystique of having seen the movie capital with her own eyes, her classes became more popular than ever.


Soon she opened a second school and began staging shows that made her name even bigger locally.


She was able to work so hard because my grandma assumed all the responsibility of raising me. It was as if I were her own child. My mother once took me for a walk and I was attacked by a swarm of bees. Another time I fell off a Shetland pony and broke my collarbone, and when my grandmother found out—three days later—she balled out her daughter, asking, “What’d you do to my Larry?”


I was always described as a good boy with a sweet disposition. I probably was. I’m still pretty easygoing. I can remember only one serious impropriety as a kid. While playing in the sandbox, I stuck my tongue out at my grandma. She told my grandpa—whom I called Papu—and he locked me in the cellar, a dank room that reeked of homemade wine and provided shelter to rats the size of Pekingese. “Larry, you stuck your tongue out at Grandma. That’s no good.”


First I heard the lock click. Then the lights went off. Then I started to think about the rats down there. I’d seen my grandpa trap some that were bigger than me—at least they seemed it. I naturally assumed the first sound I heard in the dark was a rat, and it scared the crap out of me. I ran to the door, terrified.


“I’m sorry. I’ll never do it again,” I cried.


The door flung open and I fell into my grandma’s arms. She’d clearly had words with my grandpa.


As tough as my grandpa was, he never spanked me. Never once raised his hand. His punishment was much worse. He bored me to death with lectures. I used to say to myself, Why can’t he just spank me and get it over with? His lectures were summations meant for a jury, not a five-year-old child. They also had an effect. I never did anything stupid a second time.


*   *   *


I was also raised by Billy Jones, a wonderful, very round, extremely loving black woman who’d worked for us so long she became part of the family. She’d raised my mother and her older sister, Geraldine, and then she got me too. She took me to the black church, which I liked better than ours. She also took me to the movie theater, where I remember the manager would let me and other white kids go upstairs with our nannies but the nannies couldn’t go downstairs with us.


It didn’t seem right.


“That’s just the way it is,” she said.


Still, I didn’t understand why it had to be.


Even as a little kid I could talk all night, but Billy didn’t always want to listen. At bedtime, she had a secret method of putting me to sleep. She’d blow out the pilot light in the gas heater and let the gas fill the room. Just enough to make me drowsy. That practice ended when my grandparents returned from a church barbecue and found us both passed out and the gas still flowing. Billy resorted to another trick. She filled a little cloth sack with sugar, dipped it in bourbon, and let me suck on it.


Was this the start of my alcoholism? Who knows?


*   *   *


As my mother grew up, she and my father grew apart. He wanted to have his own home and law practice, which he did. My mother quickly discovered she wanted her own career too. She zipped off to Hollywood every time she wanted to learn a new dance routine, but after a while it was pretty apparent she had aspirations other than becoming the best dance instructor in Weatherford and Fort Worth.


Finally she decided to give stardom a shot. She moved to L. A. with her devoted friend Mildred Woods. Between 1935 and 1937, she auditioned so frequently at Paramount, MGM, and the other studios that she earned the nickname “Audition Mary.” Her first big job was singing at the Cinegrill, a bar at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel. Word quickly got back to Weatherford. Broadway was one thing. The movies were another. But working in a bar?


Concerned, my grandma packed me in the car and sped to L.A. She wanted to see what was going on for herself.


What she saw was my mother pursuing the life she’d dreamed about. She was doing it without my father, whom she divorced amicably, the distance and diverging careers being too much of a strain on their relationship. My grandma and I moved in with Mother and Mildred. They had an apartment in the Highland Towers near the Hollywood Bowl. Mother was doing fairly well, making $400 a week singing at Gordon’s nightclub, where she met the composers Oscar Hammerstein II and Jerome Kern. She’d also grown friendly enough with gossip columnist Hedda Hopper to have her baby-sit for me in a pinch.


One night I was awakened by a noise in my bedroom. Without stirring, I quietly opened my eyes and saw my mother and Mildred looking around my room. Mother picked up my piggy bank and handed it to Mildred, who broke it open and handed the meager amount to my mother. That night we dashed off to Palm Springs. As I recall, mother was fleeing from Val D’Auvray, a European businessman who was pressuring her to marry him.


Val was an interesting character, a strong, masculine, erudite man who made and lost fortunes and had influential friends all over the world. He loved mother and, I think, saw himself as her Svengali. She didn’t give him the opportunity. However, for a time he did fill the space in my life that was denied to my father, taking me to the doctor, to amusement parks, and one time to Errol Flynn’s yacht, which he said he’d once owned. And years later he would play an important role in my life.


Speaking of roles, the only one that ever gave my mother trouble was the one that concerned me, motherhood. But she tried her best. That Easter in Hollywood she and Mildred woke me up and said they had a surprise for me. Mother was holding the end of a yellow ribbon.


“Take the ribbon, Lukey,” she said, using her pet name for me. “Get up and follow it and you’ll find a special treat.”


I followed instructions and excitedly traced the ribbon through the house—from the bathroom into the living room, around the dining room table, and out through the kitchen. Mother and Mildred kept saying, “You’re getting warmer. You’re getting warmer.” Finally, I opened the screen door in the kitchen and found the end of the ribbon tied to a little white bunny—splattered in bright red blood!


A neighborhood cat had chewed its head off.


I was traumatized.


I’ve been “allergic” to cats ever since.





Chapter Two


In 1937, my mother was in the midst of a sold-out engagement at the Trocadero nightclub when she was discovered by the influential producer Lawrence Schwab. He offered to pay her way to New York to star in his next big Broadway musical comedy, Ring Out the News. Mom had Nanny take me to Weatherford and then she and Mildred went to New York, where they found out the play had been canceled. They stayed anyway and did well.


Mother opened in Leave It to Me, Cole Porter musical starring Sophie Tucker, Victor Moore, and William Gaxton, and it turned out to be her big break. She stole the show in the second act with a risqué striptease while singing “My Heart Belongs to Daddy.” Her scene, set in an Eskimo village, also featured a trio of chorus boys, including Gene Kelly in his first Broadway show and Dan Dailey.


That summer Nanny and I visited her, and when I saw the show I was kind of embarrassed. By today’s standards, her strip was not even a tease. She took off only her short fur coat and her gloves, leaving her in a teddy. Still, in those days, strippers were thought of as hookers, and she was my mother. But later, when she asked what I thought, I told her the truth. “You’ve got great legs.”


Others thought so too. She was such a sensation that she made the cover of Life magazine.


By then I was back in Texas. That fall I remember my grandparents listening to the Mercury Theater radio drama The War of the Worlds. They believed every word of that legendary broadcast was true. That night my grandpa brought me into their bed and I fell asleep with Nanny on one side and Papu on the other. He laid his shotgun across his knees and if any aliens showed up, he was going to give them a Texas-style welcome.


A year later, Grandpa suffered a stroke. Mother was still in the show in New York. She flew to Weatherford on a Sunday but was back in Manhattan for Tuesday night’s performance. Grandpa hung on only a short while longer. I heard about his death from the woman who boarded at their house. Her name was Shipp; she was a high school teacher who’d rented a room from my grandparents for years. I didn’t have any idea what to do or say after she told me, so I made a joke.


“Why did Papu wear boots when he died?” I asked.


“What? What are you talking about, Larry?”


“Why did Papu wear boots when he died?”


“I don’t know. Why?”


“So he wouldn’t hurt his foot when he kicked the bucket.”


She burst into tears.


I didn’t think it was a great joke but I didn’t think it would have such a dramatic effect on her.


Before Grandpa died, an owl took up residence in one of the two large cedar trees that stood outside the front door. According to Texas folklore, the owl was a sign of death. There was no need for any more bad luck. My dad went outside holding Papu’s shotgun and blasted that old bird out of the tree. I remember the echo of that shot in the quiet of the night.


Dad came back in the house and said, “No more bad luck from that critter.”


*   *   *


Soon my mother accepted a contract from Paramount Pictures to star in movies, and Grandma and I joined her in L.A. Nanny bought a home at 1287 Holmby Avenue, in Holmby Hills, a pretty neighborhood between Beverly Hills and Westwood. I still remember the address because my grandmother made me memorize it so I’d know where the heck I lived if I ever got lost.


Mom made eleven films in just three years, including The Great Victor Herbert. I was enrolled in Black Fox Military Institute. Those regimented military schools were quite popular among parents, especially showbiz parents, back in the 1930s and 1940s. Among those in my class were the sons of Bing Crosby, Edward G. Robinson, Charlie Chaplin, and Harry Blackstone, the magician. I took to all the rules and the strict sense of order. A year later, I won the award for the small arms drill. Unfortunately, with America by then at war, medals were not being struck to conserve metal and I received a certificate instead. Since the school went under in the 1960s, I never did get my medal, which I still wish I had, and maybe that’s one of the reasons I hoard things.


Given my mother’s rising-star status, she had many suitors, until she met Paramount story editor Richard Halliday. They eloped to Las Vegas in 1940—just the two of them, without Grandma this time. On November 4, 1941, she gave birth to a daughter, Heller, so named because she kicked so much when she was inside Mother. (“Heller” is a Texas term for a hellion.)


When Mother got her first real starring role on Broadway, in One Touch of Venus, the 1943 musical comedy with lyrics by Ogden Nash, music by Kurt Weill, and book by S. J. Perelman, the three of them moved to New York.


Since I was in school in L.A. and accustomed to living with my grandma, my mother was able to go off to her new life without feeling any guilt about leaving the two of us behind. She was about the age when she should’ve started a family. I don’t think she dismissed us as part of her old life, but Richard most likely did. He wasn’t too fond of me. Nor was I a fan of his. He had to be in control of everything—an asset to Mother’s career, but it made him a pain in the ass to be around if you weren’t part of that little world.


And I wasn’t, which was painfully evident when Grandma took ill and I moved into their Fifth Avenue apartment in New York City. The change happened suddenly and without any preplanning. Nanny went into the hospital for a gallbladder operation, and I was shipped East, shielded from the gravity of her illness. Mother and everyone else expected her to die during surgery, or soon after if she made it through, and they were right. Nanny died. I cried for days. She’d raised me through my first twelve years and her death broke me up. Without her, I was truly on my own in Richard’s house.


*   *   *


A whole new life began for me. I was enrolled in Trinity, an old-fashioned prep school that I rather liked. All the students wore a jacket and tie and flannels. They called teachers “sir.” It reminded me of military school. Homework was as mandatory as cleaning your locker or polishing your shoes had been in military school, and this kind of routine was familiar to me.


The same couldn’t be said for my new Fifth Avenue home. The last time I’d lived with my mother, Nanny was still running the show. At that point, Mother had been a rising nightclub singer trying to make it in the movies. Now her world was completely different. She was a star. Her name was above the marquee on a new Broadway play, Lute Song. She was photographed in Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar. She and Richard regularly socialized with Oscar Hammerstein, Richard Rodgers, Jerome Kern, and Leland Hayward—the biggest names in the New York entertainment world. It was everything she’d dreamed of, but none of what a kid like me found comforting, warm, or nourishing.


We didn’t spend much time together. On school days, I got up at seven and knew to be quiet because she was still asleep. When I came home around four or five, she was getting ready to go to the theater. Usually she’d have a light dinner with us, and then she went to work as Richard called, “We’ve got to leave or we’ll be late.” I was asleep when she got home. On Saturday, a matinee day, she slept till eleven, got up and vocalized, had a light lunch, and then went to the theater. She had the “21” Club send over dinner between shows. With no shows on Sunday, she slept till noon, her explanation being “Mommy needs her rest,” and then we got to see her around two if she hadn’t scheduled press or fittings.


The one time all of us did get together, for Sunday night dinner, was hell, as far as Heller and I were concerned, thanks to Richard. By five o’clock he was shit-faced. By six-thirty, he was shit-faced and mean. At the table, he would lecture us about proper manners. No elbows on the table, he’d snap. Eat with your mouth closed. Your fork goes in your left hand, the knife in your right. No talking at the table. Actually, we could talk—but only to answer one of his asinine questions. When do children speak? When they’re spoken to.


He tormented us with ridiculous head games. He would ask questions just to try to catch us contradicting ourselves so he could berate us. He remembered everything we ever said. It was like he wrote down every utterance in his mind. He often could not remember what he had for breakfast, but he could recall what grade I got on a spelling test two months earlier. He verbally beat us over the head with this crap. He was never violent, just picky. Always picking, picking, picking—as if we were loose threads on a sweater.


My poor, sweet sister, Heller, only four, might’ve had it worse than me. Richard always got on her case for not eating her peas. He would watch with the demeanor of a pit bull until she ate every single pea on her plate, and Heller hated peas!


But she got the last laugh. She’d somehow hold the peas in her mouth and, after being excused from the table, spit them in the potted plant in the foyer. Finally, the man who tended the plants said, “Mr. Halliday, there’s something strange growing down there. I don’t know what it is. Look at all these moldy little green pellets.”


*   *   *


I was given the task of building fires in the fireplace during the winter, a job I took to seriously and responsibly. In fact, my mother’s friend Judith Anderson once showed me how to make perfect kindling by rolling up newspaper tightly and tying it in knots, a trick she’d learned in London when the war made wood scarce, and it was a trick that I copied.


One night, however, when Richard had told me to make a fire, we went in to dinner and left the fire blazing unattended in the living room. Richard got a telephone call saying the apartment above ours was filling up with smoke. We hurried into the living room and found the switch on the electric fan controlling the flue had not been flipped to the proper setting.


“Larry, how could you be so stupid?” he scolded.


But I’d turned it on. I knew I had. That was my job and I did it properly.


It must have been Heller who’d flipped the switch to the wrong position. It had to have been. I’d seen her playing around the fireplace.


But Richard didn’t care. He was convinced it was my fault and he wouldn’t hear any arguments to the contrary.


“You are a dirty boy to pass blame like that,” he said.


By then I’d had enough of him and decided to find a more pleasant life on my own. I would run away. I’d just read the novels about Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer and I decided to head to the Mississippi and raft down the river. I packed a bag with sandwiches, milk, and cookies, bundled myself up because it was cold, and took my Schwann bicycle outside. The Metropolitan Museum of Art was across the street and I rode circles around the front. Round and round. I was trying to work up the nerve to ask someone where I could find the bridge to New Jersey.


After a few hours, the sun went down. I got very cold, went back home, and locked up my bike.


Now’s not the time of year to run away, I said to myself. Maybe in the spring.


*   *   *


I had a lot of ideas about how to make my life more pleasant, but none as good or as final as the one I got that spring.


My dad had given me a .22 rifle for my birthday the previous year when I was in military school in California. The gun was my pride and joy. It had a telescopic sight, perfect balance, and a great feel. Even after moving to New York, I still kept it polished as if ready for a military inspection.


One night, as Richard was taking Mother to the theater, I watched from my second-floor bedroom window as they went outside to their car. I happened to be cleaning my .22 and a thought came to me—one shot, that’s all I need. I sat down on the windowsill and drew a bead on the back of Richard’s head. While picturing the bullet going right between his ears, I told myself, I could shoot the son of a bitch and nobody would think a twelve-year-old boy would do something like that.


But as I practiced my alibi, I talked myself out of actually pulling the trigger. My story had too many holes, which in the final analysis meant one less hole in Richard’s head. I went from thinking, What the heck are they going to do to a twelve-year-old, to acknowledging, They just might throw my ass in jail forever. As a result, though, I do understand why kids snap and kill someone. They’re tortured, abused, and see no other recourse. They’re just like adults who go berserk.


Fortunately I wasn’t that bad off. I just thought I was.


In the end I chickened out.


Somehow, despite my frustration, I came to see Richard was simply a goddamned necessary evil. Mother most likely wouldn’t have had such a brilliant career without Richard in her life. He and I would never get along, and it prevented Mother and me from having a real relationship until he died. But knowing I had the choice to take him out if I desired was enough to get me through that day.





Chapter Three


One summer my mother and Richard rented a house in New Canaan, Connecticut. It was a Roman-style villa owned by Stanton Griffith, a wealthy ambassador without portfolio. The marvelous home had lush, spacious grounds and an Olympic-size swimming pool. Whenever Mothers best friend, Jean Arthur, visited, she swam laps at night and I was given the job of holding a flashlight over the water to keep an eye out for frogs and snakes. I always looked forward to her visits, since she swam in the nude.


But the summer was not as placid as the scenery. I’d followed the war news from Europe, as did my mother and Richard. Aside from theater gossip, it dominated conversation. People have forgotten how the war consumed virtually every aspect of life in America. Whether it was over cocktails or at the dinner table, the talk always got around to the latest news about the war. I absorbed everything I heard. The Nazis had to be defeated, and following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese were godless, inhuman ogres.


When America dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, my mother burst into tears, crying over what I can still hear her calling “the slaughter of those poor people.” Days later a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. She continued to cry. I couldn’t comprehend what had happened or what it meant until I was much older and knew that being remorseful and compassionate had been the correct way to react.


It wasn’t the popular view. At the time, most Americans were brainwashed into having contempt for the yellow race, seeing them as inhuman, even subhuman, and I’m convinced that sort of conditioning directly contributed to our involvement in the Korean and Vietnamese Wars. Until many of us woke up during the sixties, we were led to believe we were correct in exterminating those people.


In the fall, my mother sent me to Woodstock Country School, a boarding school in Woodstock, Vermont. Though I’d been away twelve of my thirteen years, Mom was concerned about how I’d react to being sent away, but I was delighted to escape Richard. She drove me there in the Cadillac, the backseat filled with my trunk. I was assigned a roommate, Roger Phillips. Mother and I met him and his family as we unpacked. We had a good afternoon, laughing as we kept bumping into each other. The Phillipses seemed like a great family.


But just when I was nearly settled my mother took me outside in the hall.


“Larry,” she said in a hushed voice, “I want to tell you something.”


Since I’d never been to boarding school, I expected some sort of lecture.


“Yes, Mother?”


“You know that Roger and his family are Jewish?”


I had no idea what a Jew was. I’d never thought about such things. Mother didn’t know me. How could she? We’d never spent any time together. With great bravado and fake worldliness, I said, “I know he’s a Jew.”


“I wanted to make sure.”


“Don’t worry. It’s okay.”


Not once in my life had I ever judged a person by race or religion, and I didn’t start then. Nor have I since.


From the moment Roger and I moved in together, we’ve been best friends. We had something in common right away. He brought a beautiful white gelding named Stormy. He got me interested in riding, taught me how to ride bareback and vault a horse. I loved it so much I ended up working every weekend for two years at Fergie’s stables, near school. I mucked out stalls for fifty cents a day, plus a great meal at quitting time and the owners’ trust to exercise their horses.


At school, I also made another lifelong friend, Severn Darden. He grew up to be a well-known character actor, and we worked together many times. But Sev was already a character in school. I remember him visiting me in Connecticut over spring break. Though fifteen, he drove from New Orleans to Connecticut by himself. Not only that, he showed up in a 1937 Rolls convertible and he brought a bottle of Courvoisier for my mother.


Mother was somewhat taken aback. But she learned to love him, as we all did, for being an original till the day he died.


Compared to those two worldly guys, I had so much to learn. Woodstock was the first coed school I’d ever attended. It was a progressive institution, a bastion of liberal educational theory and thought where students created the rules. Yet, as they explained on the first day’s indoctrination, there was no smoking, no drinking, and no sex. The three biggies, they called them.


I broke them all.


*   *   *


I didn’t actually have to try. The school year was only a few months old when Klaus Heinmann, one of the boys in the dorm, taught us how to make applejack. We bought a barrel of cider for $16, added sugar and yeast, then let it set for a while in the cellar next to the coal furnace. After it fermented, we took it outside and let it freeze. The part that didn’t freeze was pure alcohol. We got drunker than shit a few times. Then Klaus went blind for about three days after one batch, and that ended that experiment.


The other two rules toppled when I started going with “an older woman.” She was a junior, and gorgeous. At sixteen, she was already a woman, light-years ahead of me in worldliness, relationships, everything. I wasn’t even aware of it myself until I saw her smoke. That said a lot. She must’ve thought I had potential, because one day she offered me a cigarette. I said no. I wasn’t going to smoke cigarettes.


“If you take a puff,” she said, “I’ll let you put your hand on my breast.”


Well, I smoked for twenty years after that. I didn’t stop until I was thirty-four years old.


The next year she took up with another guy, leaving me with a broken heart and a nasty smoking habit that nearly led to me burning down the boys’ dorm. It was late one cold winter night, and Roger and I were smoking, flicking butts onto the roof of the porch outside our window. We didn’t know there was an oil mop out there. One of the butts landed on it and within minutes the mop began to smolder. We didn’t even notice.


A movie was just letting out directly across the street. A bunch of sailors were among the crowd bundling up as they hit the cold air. One of the sailors noticed the smoke and yelled, “Fire!” Soon the group was running toward the dorm as if they had been called to battle stations.


Hearing the commotion, I stuck my head out the window and saw the sailors staring at me. Then I noticed the smoking mop.


The dorm was a little wooden house, a 150-year-old tinderbox, and our room was on the second floor. Thinking I’d save the situation, I reached out the window, managed to grab the mop, brought it inside, and tried to shake the fire out. Sparks flew in all directions. In an instant, the curtains caught on fire, followed by the bedding, and soon we were engulfed in flame. I was so stupid.


Roger responded much better. He ran downstairs, grabbed the fire extinguisher, put the fire out just as the headmaster stepped through the smoke, and received the hero’s congratulations he was due. I was suspended for two weeks. I accepted the punishment but not the blame. I’ve always known the real culprit was my girlfriend, who let me touch her breast if I tried her cigarette.


*   *   *


Later that year my mother came to see me. She hired a horse and carriage to take us around the lovely Vermont town. I sensed she had something important to tell me because of the way she was acting. She told the driver to stop, collected her thoughts, and looked deep into my eyes. She told me that during the summer she was going on the road in Annie Get Your Gun and wanted me to come with her.


“There’re a couple of small parts,” she said. “Hellers going to have one. I’d love to have you in it too.”


I went numb. I had no aspiration to be onstage. Worse, the thought of being with Richard for a year on the road made me dumbstruck.


Mother anxiously awaited an answer.


My mind was blank.


I remember staring straight at the horse’s ass in front of me, and suddenly I got an idea.


“Mom, I really want to be a cowboy.”


The thought had never entered my mind before. I was inspired by the horse’s ass.


“I want to go live with Dad in Texas and be a cowboy.”


My mother was disappointed but took it well. She said she understood.


“I know you want to be with your father. That’s okay.”


*   *   *


So that summer, after school ended, I took the train to Texas from New York all by myself. The trip was uneventful until I stepped onto the platform in Weatherford. Then it was like entering a new world. I didn’t look anything like a fifteen-year-old from Texas. I wore a Brooks Brothers suit and tie, had thick glasses, and my hair was done up as was stylish in New York, in a big wavy pompadour.


“First thing we’ll do is take a trip to the barbershop,” said my dad, who kept his hair in the same buzz cut he’d been given upon joining the National Guard.


A buzz cut was unimaginable. I begged Dad to let me keep my hair a little longer. Eventually he said okay, but he made me agree to a deal.


“You have to play football,” he said.


“Why do I have to play football?”


“Because in Texas, men play football.”


I made the team as a second-string defensive end, but my gridiron glory was short-lived. In the first game I tripped over my own foot and broke my ankle. For the next few months I hobbled around on crutches, but that turned out to be a boon to my social life, attracting lots of sympathy from the girls on campus.


Then I met Joey Byers, who became my first love. She was beautiful and kind and a year older and much smarter than me. We were hot and heavy when my ankle healed and my dad told me that I had to go back to the football team. I didn’t want to. I’d endured enough pain and suffering and asked if there wasn’t something else I could do.


“The Golden Gloves,” he said.


“What?”


“Boxing. You can box in the Golden Gloves tournament.”


I saw what was going on, but there was no way I could be as tough as my dad. Ben Hagman was a two-fisted, drinking, good old Texas boy. He’d spent seven or eight days behind the German lines during the battle of the Bulge. He’d seen one of his closest buddies get shot in the head and blown out of their jeep. He’d come back a changed man.


From the day he returned home, he slept with a .45 under his pillow. One night the neighbor’s cat climbed up on the screen of his bedroom window. Hearing the noise, my dad grabbed his gun and blew the cat to pieces. A couple shells went through the bathroom wall of the neighbor’s house too. No one was hurt, but it scared the hell out of everyone.


Given the choice between football and boxing, I decided it was better to fight one guy than eleven. I chose the gloves. My coach was Jim Wright, the future Speaker of the House. I’ve always said I’m sure glad he was my boxing coach and not my acting coach. But he was a good boxing coach, big on strategy, always advising me to jab, jab, jab, “and when you see an opening, go for it!” I won a few fights as a light welterweight, which boosted my ego. Even better, I thought Joey, who liked me for my long hair, liked me even better for being tough in the ring. Later she told me it was barbarous. Go figure women.


So I kept at it. In the big boxing tournament, my first-round opponent was the toughest kid in the draw, the bootlegger’s son. He was the toughest kid at school too. That kid liked to fight in and out of the ring.


I knew I was going to lose. A victory for me would be survival. But I did more than make it through the fight alive. At the end of three rounds, I was still on my feet, throwing punches, bouncing off the ropes, bruised but breathing. As expected, the bootlegger’s son won the bout, taking the fight on points, but I’d broken his ribs with a flurry of punches and he had to forfeit his next fight. My so-called moral victory was the talk of school. After that fight, nobody made fun of my hair anymore.
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