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  “A Masterpiece of Hollywood reportage that shall reverberate for years.”

  —James A. Michener

  “The best book of the year, Grobel’s writing is quite marvelous. The Hustons reads vividly, just like one of John Huston’s great films.”

  —J. P. Donleavy

  “Biography writing at its absolute best.”

  —Larry King, USA Today

  “A feast of a book.”

  —David Thomson, The New Republic

  “The Hustons reads like a gutsy movie that might have been made by Huston himself: lots of melodrama, traumas and triumphs, womanizing and affairs, demons and ambitions. And always life carried on with flair.”

  —Robert Osborne, The Hollywood Reporter

  “An engrossing study in family dynamics . . . Marvelous . . . This is one of the best biographies of a Hollywood personality since—actually, I can’t recall since when.”

  —Alyn Brodsky, The Miami Herald

  “An immensely enjoyable read. The Hustons is fact but it reads like a romantic, exciting and compelling novel.”

  —Frank Thompson, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

  “The Hustons is a delicious, wicked guide to the delicious, wicked life of a sly, sadistic scoundrel who, for all his boozing, bullying, braggadocio, was equaled only by Byron in the sentimental cynicism and fecund carelessness with which he played the world’s game.”

  —Frederic Raphael, The London Sunday Times

  “Grobel has written a brilliant book: it moves like a montage train that knows where to stop to tell you the salient facts and then catches speed so that the reader is magnetized to this book, which I predict will win awards for biography.”

  —Connie Martinson, Talks Books

  “A sprawling dramatic tapestry of a life lived to the fullest.”

  —Digby Diehl, Playboy

  “Huston was one of the characters Americans always need for our praise, scorn, and titillation—the royalty the Constitution forces us to seek outside of government. Lawrence Grobel’s The Hustons is of that fine, American myth-making tradition, and . . . though it’s hefty, it’s excellent. It’s a superb book . . . an engaging, well-drawn portrait, not only of a show business family dynasty, but of modern American culture.”

  —Steven Kane, L.A. Reader

  “The best biography to date of John Huston . . . this 800 page book is the work to which all future biographers and critics must turn . . . Grobel writes lucidly and brightly . . . a first-class story about a personality more curious and fascinating than most characters in fiction.”

  —Kirk Honeycutt, Daily News

  “. . . Extensive and often fascinating. . . .Huston instructed Mr. Grobel’s interviewees to hold nothing back.”

  —The New York Times

  “Marvelously alive. Huston was one of the most fascinating characters ever to tread the earth. Grobel’s book takes us through Huston’s evolution from scrawny, sickly kid to boxer to Mexican cavalry rider to writer to director to country squire to legend.”

  —Los Angeles magazine

  “This is John Huston’s story, and there is not another like it in the history of the cinema.”

  —The Cincinnati Enquirer

  “A fascinating story for anyone who loves the movies. Moving from dramatic chapters about Walter’s rise as a character actor to interviews with John, Anjelica and seemingly hundreds of friends, the stories are rich and thoroughly captivating, firmly establishing the clan as a towering Hollywood presence.”

  —Richmond Times-Dispatch

  “A marvelous, intimate, perceptive, colorful biography, and Grobel is a first-class writer. There aren’t many who could capture the strange Huston ways, and make them real and understandable to the reader. Grobel manages it . . . The Hustons is a distinguished and utterly readable book, a ‘must’ for the library of anyone who cares about Hollywood and the art of film.”

  —Video Age International

  “Serious, engaging, informative, gossipy . . . colored by wonderful anecdotes and dignified by what seems to be an authentic understanding of John Huston—complicated, deviled by death, a deeply romantic figure, at once terrible and irresistible. It is a sensitive, intelligent portrait of a family hanging on the door of the American dream. An impressive biography.”

  —Woman

  “The detailed study of Walter’s career from vaudeville to motion picture stardom is a book in itself, but serves in this instance as a prelude to the perceptive study of John Huston’s brilliant and trouble-prone career as a filmmaker, adventurer, and satyr.”

  —Fort Worth Star-Telegram

  “Intricate and monumentally detailed, almost continuously entertaining and informative, it is also something of a capsule overview of American entertainment, from Vaudeville and Broadway theater through silent cinema to cinemascope . . . Grobel sees his cantankerous subject starkly and without illusion. The portrait, as a result, is dazzlingly complex.”

  —William Novick, Datebook

  “The book packs the punch of a spectacular mini-series that disappoints only because it ends.”

  —Joyce Persico, The Times

  “Not only is this the book on John Huston, it is also a gripping read whose flood of family anecdotes and movie-making lore keeps the reader pinned . . . . A tremendous spellbinder.”

  —Kirkus Reviews

  “A stunning portrait of an entire family . . . Grobel’s book is undoubtedly one of the best biographies to come out this year.”

  —Chattanooga Times

  “A sprawling saga that richly details the lives of Huston, his father Walter, and his offspring, Anjelica, Tony and Danny.”

  —Los Angeles Times

  “Grobel has written a book of overbrimming fascination, a flood tide of stories and anecdotes . . . all the Hustons have their innings in this world series of a book; Walter dominates the early games, until John takes over like DiMaggio . . . . The Hustons traces the weaving of a rich and thorny tapestry.”

  —The San Diego Union

  “Gripping from first to last page. It is, at one and the same time, a study of a family, a history of the film industry, and an unflinching look at John Huston, a man of genius and, like so many talented people, a human being capable of great generosity and equally great cruelty.”

  —Hudson Daily Sun

  “This detailed book will no doubt stand for many years as the definitive biography of one of the most influential and entertaining filmmakers of our time.”

  —Weekend, Australia

  “Grobel has written a peeping-over-the-shoulder, peeking-through-keyholes showbiz story, full of razzmatazz, anecdotes and back-biting . . . guaranteed to keep the reader engrossed over many a chuckling hour.”

  —The Irish Times Limited


  
[image: Half Title of Hustons]



  
[image: Title Page of Hustons]



  Copyright © Lawrence Grobel 1989, 2014

  Postscript © Lawrence Grobel 2014

  First published by Scribner in 1989

  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  ISBN: 978-1-62914-237-1

  eISBN: 978-1-62914-289-0

  Printed in the United States of America


  for my mother and father


  “. . . to knock around a bit . . . to see foreign places, new faces, win fame . . .”

  —John Gore,

  John Huston’s grandfather

  “Oh, shut up!”

  —Adelia Gore,

  his wife


  INTRODUCTION

  I FIRST MET JOHN HUSTON ON MAY 2, 1984. HE WAS SITTING at a round table in a corner of his uncomplicated living room, listening to a Mexican worker telling him that if he didn’t have some beams installed soon, his primitive concrete house could collapse at any time. His secretary had already warned me that because the rains had not come, there was no water out at Las Caletas, and she couldn’t understand why Huston was staying there rather than in Puerto Vallarta, where he maintained a more civilized residence. To flush his toilets out there, she told me, he needed two buckets of water. To bathe, he had to swim in the sea. To communicate with her or anyone else on the mainland, he had to use his shortwave radio, which, like his plumbing, was on the blink. If the generator went or a sudden storm hit, he’d be stranded without electricity, water, or a means to communicate.

  He might have been without water, but at least he had a washing machine. I knew that because I traveled in the open boat over the choppy waves with the appliance sliding from side to side in front of me. I must admit to having experienced a bit of panic at the time, when I realized the machine hadn’t been secured in any fashion. In fact, I broke the ice with Huston by describing how I held on to the washing machine until my hands were numb with pain to keep it from falling back and crushing me. He listened with interest but didn’t crack a smile—and I wondered, much later, after I knew more about him, if I’d been set up as a victim of one of his practical jokes.

  I had flown down to Puerto Vallarta to interview the great man for Playboy. I knew he lived in this place he leased from the Indians called Las Caletas, but he had also lived in an Irish castle called St. Clerans, so I figured it couldn’t be too bad. I just wasn’t prepared for that harrowing half-hour boat ride. After telling the worker to go ahead and put up whatever beams he thought necessary to keep the roof from falling onto his head, Huston motioned me to sit down to begin our talk.

  Over the next five days I’d repeat this scenario—taking the panga over from the Boca de Tomatlán—a fifteen-minute drive south of Puerto Vallarta, below Mismaloya Beach—and then spending a few hours interviewing Huston, in between his work with Janet Roach on the script of Prizzi’s Honor. She was stuck on a hill in a house above Huston’s, where she slaved in splendid isolation, uninterrupted by the petty annoyances writers usually suffer, like ringing phones or nearby taverns to sulk away unprofitable days.

  After our third session John invited me to join him and Janet for lunch. Our conversation turned to why Ernest Hemingway seemed to be out of favor among readers. John said that it was because Hemingway wrote of courage and that wasn’t in right now. When he asked Janet what she thought, she said, “I believe in gender when I read. I don’t understand all that macho courage nonsense.” John looked almost hurt. “That’s why Hemingway’s out of favor,” he said, “because you don’t believe in courage.”

  Huston wasn’t on oxygen full-time then. He coughed a lot—but he was doing that for more than twenty years. His arms were scarecrowthin, and he probably didn’t weigh more than 140 pounds, but his face was magnificent: a monument of crags and pouches that indicated hard living and a slew of experience. His voice was as intoxicating as in his movies; in The Bible he mouthed an impressive Noah and a pretty fair God. When John Huston spoke, in that deep mellifluous grumble, you listened with abiding respect. It didn’t matter if he was intoning about the snafu (situation normal, all fucked up), tarfu (things are really fucked up), or fubar (fucked up beyond any recognition) conditions at Las Caletas, or about the reason Humphrey Bogart may not have been as impressive in person as he was on the screen—whatever he had to say commanded your attention.

  On my last day with him that May five years ago, he asked me what I was going to do with myself after I completed our interview. I mentioned the first draft of a novel I’d been working on. “You’re writing a novel?” he asked, alert and curious. “You must send it to me immediately.”

  I thought he was kidding, but he wasn’t. He insisted until I promised to send it. What could he possibly want with it, I wondered. He had just completed filming Malcolm Lowry’s Under the Volcano and was knee-deep into Richard Condon’s Prizzi’s Honor.

  Polite, I reasoned. He was being polite. So I sent the manuscript and tried to forget about it. Less than a month later I received a letter from him. It was full of praise, with only some slight suggestions to tone down a few scenes having to do with the rank behavior of a father toward his children. Then three weeks later he called to add one additional criticism. “In your novel,” he said, and I could swear it really was the voice of Reason and Wisdom speaking, “you have a character who shakes his head yes. I think you do it twice. But you don’t shake your head yes, Larry. You nod.”

  That was all he wanted to tell me, just that one detail. He hung up and I stared into the phone and first shook, then nodded my head. It told me more about him than anything he had said to me up to that time.

  Two years later, when I was asked by Scribners if I would like to write a book about the Huston family, I was quick to say yes. But only if John agreed. We had maintained a correspondence and I had seen him a few times since our interview, but this would give me the opportunity to spend a lot more time with one of the more fascinating figures of the twentieth century. I wrote John a note and he wrote back to come see him the next time he was in Los Angeles. When we met he said he wanted me to think very hard about taking on such a project. “I’ve read your novel and your script” (yes, one of those, too), he said, “and this would be a completely different direction for you.” He suggested that I meet with Anjelica, who had just won her Oscar for Prizzi’s Honor, and with his son Tony, who was coming from England to work with him on the script for The Dead. “See if you like them,” he said. He called Anjelica and two days later I was sitting at a table at Hymie’s restaurant on Pico Boulevard, talking with her about writing a book that would undoubtedly be uncomfortable for her.

  “Every family has a lot of twists and turns,” she said, “and in my family there are probably more than in others and I’m not sure I’d like to see all the layers peeled.” I told her I understood, but also that I knew that it would be my job to unpeel as many of those layers as I could and if she didn’t want me to begin that process all she had to do was say so. She thought a moment and then said that since her father had already agreed she would also cooperate. It would be interesting, she felt, to learn more about her grandfather, Walter, who died before she was born. She told me how she once was in a remote area of Colorado where she recognized the name of a saloon—it was one in which Walter had once appeared as a vaudevillian—and she tried to imagine what a Gypsy-like existence it must have been for him.

  Then I met Tony, who started to tell me things I wasn’t expecting to hear, at least not in an introductory conversation. It was obvious that being John’s first son had been a heavy burden on Tony and he was almost eager to relieve himself of what he’d been carrying with him all these years. I knew after that meeting that I’d be doing this book.

  When I told John of my decision, he said he would cooperate in any way he could. All I had to do was tell him when I wanted to see him and he’d make himself available. He wanted nothing in return except for me to write the best book I could. He didn’t want to see the manuscript when it was done and didn’t think any member of his family should either.

  I asked him for suggestions of people I should see, for his mother’s writings, for leads into uncovering his parents’ lives. He gave me three worn, leather-bound Smythson address books—one for Ireland and England, one for France, and one for the United States and Mexico—and instructed his secretary in Puerto Vallarta to send up his mother’s papers and whatever boxes of photographs he still had that weren’t already donated to the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Library. He also gave me his correspondence and files since 1980 (the previous years were at the library) and sat for over a hundred hours of questions I put to him over the next sixteen months.

  Always he was generous with his time when time was so precious to him. I’d see him in different borrowed homes in Malibu, Beverly Hills, West Hollywood, and his companion Maricela’s small house on Spaulding Avenue, just a few miles from my own canyon house in the Hollywood Hills, where he once came to visit and laughed when my then three-year-old daughter put a string under her nose to mimic the plastic tubing that connected to the portable oxygen tank that enabled him to breathe without feeling as if he were choking. And I’d see him, more often than either of us liked, at Cedars-Sinai Hospital, where he’d talk to me between, and sometimes during, breathing treatments. One time I spoke to him on the phone and he told me he had had a bad night. “I was coughing blood,” he said. “It’s a damn nuisance.” But no matter how poorly he might have felt, his mind was always clear and his memory sharp. Only once do I remember his health becoming so bad that we had to stop talking. He went into a spasm of coughing that lasted many minutes, and finally he said he couldn’t go on. I stayed with him for a while anyway and felt that somehow we were forming a bond between us.

  It was a bond of trust. He trusted that I would tell his family’s story as honestly as I could, without glossing over the sensitive parts. I believed that after a television interviewer asked him off-camera, while I was there, what he had thought of the Playboy interview I had done with him. John had never said anything to me about it, but when he answered, “That’s the reason Larry’s here,” I understood. John knew that a large part of his family’s story had never been told and he himself had always shied away from discussing his private life. He wasn’t about to turn our sessions into a confessional, but whenever I came to him with items about the more personal events in his life or his parents’ lives, he didn’t make any attempts to conceal them. Whenever I discovered a black hole, he would confide as truthfully as he could about it—be it his smuggling of pre-Columbian art in Mexico, his repulsive feelings toward Montgomery Clift, or his inability to love or stay with one woman at a time. When he knew I was seeing someone who didn’t much care for him, he never tried to stop me or alter my thinking. And when people called him to ask him what they should tell me, he told them to tell the truth and not hold anything back. He even wrote a letter that enabled me to obtain interviews with people who usually don’t talk to writers.

  The only time John ever expressed concern over one of my interviews was right after I saw Nancy Reagan, when she was still the First Lady and her husband was the President. He called me that evening and asked if I’d talked about anything political with her. No, I said, mostly we talked about Walter . . . and about John’s roguish ways. “Good, I didn’t want you to talk politics,” he said. Then I asked him what Mrs. Reagan had asked me to ask him: Did he think “Ronnie” was a better president than he expected him to be? And John answered as only he could. “Worse,” he said. “Much worse.”

  My interviews continued, as did my visits with John on the set of The Dead and afterward, in the editing room. Once after sharply disagreeing with a certain cut his editor, Roberto Silvi, had made, he relieved the tension in the room by talking about the Sugar Ray Leonard/Marvin Hagler fight that Leonard had won two days before. Both John and Roberto had bet on Sugar Ray and Huston compared the beautiful way Leonard had fought with some other fighters he had seen. “Kid Chocolate, whom nobody here probably remembers,” he said, “Sugar Ray Robinson, and Muhammad Ali. These fighters actually did float like a butterfly and sting like a bee. Beautiful fighters.” Then Huston sighed before signaling Silvi to put up the next scene and said, “I would give a few thousand dollars to be transported back to the Harry Grebs/Gene Tunney fight.”

  Getting Huston to talk about the craft of moviemaking was often difficult—mainly because he believed that what he did was up there on the screen. But there were times when he would describe something like his use of close-ups to dramatize a scene when I found myself being pulled into his word frame, leaning closer to him as he set about explaining why he never liked to back out to a medium or long shot once he had brought the cameras in close on his actors’ faces. “When you use the big head, it’s to show something important,” he explained. “If you pull back, everything becomes less important. Let’s say I shoot you as you are in this kind of conversation with me. Now, you discover in what I’m telling you that I’m saying something false and you lean a bit closer and try to look into what’s going on in my head. There’s an importance there, an undercurrent in the scene taking place. I’ll bring the camera in at this moment to you, when your mind and your suspicions become active. If I leave the close-up and come back to the shot I started with, it means that you no longer have any suspicions. But if the scene remains tense, then I remain in. And when I come around to shooting me, I’ll make it this way, too. The moment I see you’re suspicious, I become cautious. So we go into close-ups of me, unless I want to shoot it just from your point of view. Once you have tension, you don’t want to leave it, because if you go back to shooting medium shots you’re saying this is less important than what went on a minute ago. There are exceptions to this, of course, but generally I like to stay in there for what is interesting.”

  Even in our conversations, Huston managed to create a sense of drama between us, an occasional subtle tension that kept me on my toes and him from becoming bored. “If I’m threatened with boredom,” he told me, “why I’ll run like a hare.”

  Like Dick Diver in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night, John was a disciplined, controlled man who had a layer of hardness about him, but also had the kind of charm that made you feel you were the center of his attention when you talked with him. He had a rare ability to focus on what you were saying, to actually listen, and when he spoke, as Fitzgerald described Diver, “his voice, with some faint Irish melody running through it, wooed the world.”

  I remember being with him at Maricela’s house while she was having some renovations done and John was supervising the placing of bookshelves and the stripping of paint from the walls and floors. John would look at all the work being done and mutter, “It’s been more trouble redoing this little house than it was doing St. Clerans.” Then he would scratch the Rottweiler, Diego, under his mouth, making him growl angrily in what John swore was appreciation.

  As he picked up a book about Africa, he said, “Look at the asses on these young Nubian girls. If I ever marry again, I’d like to marry one of them.”

  His smile lit the room and he enjoyed sharing a joke, a sports story, a comment about women or art or commerce. Sometimes he would call me to see if I knew the name of a 1930s labor leader, or the French expressionist painter of Three Judges, or the author of the 1912 Irish fantasy novel, The Crock of Gold, which he wanted his son Danny to read. The leader was David Dubinsky, the painter Georges Rouault, the novelist James Stephens. I didn’t always know the answers, but I would always find out—either by research or from John, who would bring it up at a later date. One had the feeling that there was little John didn’t know something about, and he always seemed eager to learn more. Life was an ongoing process, it didn’t stop when the body began to crumble. There was always something new to discover, even if it had to come from pictures in books.

  There was a bigness about John. He was a teacher for those who appreciated direction and he was a student as well. His favorite modern American painter was Mark Rothko, the directors he was most impressed with were D. W. Griffith, Charlie Chaplin, Akira Kurosawa, and Ingmar Bergman. The most important book of his time was Joyce’s Ulysses, and after that he held in high regard the plays of Eugene O’Neill, Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy and Sister Carrie, the novels of Honoré de Balzac and Gustave Flaubert, the short stories of Guy de Maupassant and a few of Hemingway’s, Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Henri Troyat’s biography of Tolstoy, most of Rudyard Kipling, Plato’s Dialogues, François Villon’s poetry, and the works of Rabelais, Melville, Dickens, and Mark Twain.

  Once when we were driving somewhere I began to ask him about the cynicism of Lowry’s Under the Volcano, and he said if I wanted to read a really cynical story I should pick up Mark Twain’s The Mysterious Stranger. “Having read it you will say, ‘Let them send off the fucking bomb, it doesn’t matter.’” He laughed. “Twain was one of the direst men that America ever produced. He had a dark view of humanity, took a very dim view of human behavior.” Then he said he could enjoy rereading it, so I stopped at a bookstore and bought two copies. He looked at the book as if it was a Cuban cigar or a rare vintage wine.

  As I traveled throughout the United States, Mexico, and Europe interviewing people who knew John during different times of his life, the one thing that stood out was how everyone, without exception, was affected by him. They told me of his great charm, of his magical way of weaving a story, of the jokes he liked to play and the gifts he often bestowed. Some of the stories were so funny they brought tears to one’s eyes. Some were equally poignant. When John heard of a former employee in Ireland who took sick, he wrote to the doctor and asked for all bills to be sent to him. When someone needed a house or a car or an opinion, John was always there. On the passing of a sculptor he met only once, he sent the largest bouquet of flowers the florist could deliver to the artist’s widow.

  What I came to realize as I listened to people talk about John was how much of a father figure he had become. Not only to his children but to the producers, writers, cameramen, sound men, editors, actors, production managers, assistant directors, and all the technicians who worked with him on his films, and his many friends of all ages who glowed in his presence. For John had the gift of being able to bring out the best in those who knew him. We all wanted to make him proud. We were all John’s children.

  For being so kind and gracious, for giving me as much time as I needed, for opening up his life and allowing me to peek into the dark corners, for writing a letter for me to send to all those I wanted to interview for this book asking them to cooperate fully with me, and for correcting my grammar and probing my intellect, I owe John Huston more than I could have ever returned to him.

  I am also indebted to Tony, Anjelica, Danny, and Allegra Huston for giving of their time and memories.

  So, too, am I grateful for the many people who not only invited me into their homes, but who spoke so openly and in such depth. I would like to thank: Pablo Huston Albarran, Marge Albarran, Valeria Alberti, Angela Allen, Ernest Anderson, Lauren Bacall, Albert Band, Sue Barton, Dirk Bogarde, Margaret Booth, Jeff Bridges, Richard Brooks, John Bryson, Joan Buck, Jules Buck, Jack Clayton, Joe Cohn, Jeff Corey, Maka Czernichew, Royal Dano, Desmond Davies, J. P. Donleavy, Brad Dourif, Philip Dunne, Doc Erickson, Rudi Fehr, José Ferrer, Lola Finkelstein, Frances FitzGerald, Michael Fitzgerald, Suzanne Flon, Guy Gallo, Ava Gardner, Lee Gershwin, Lillian Gish, Elliott Gould, William Graf, Stephen Grimes, William Hamilton, Carter De Haven, Olivia de Havilland, Katharine Hepburn, Maricela Hernandez, Irene Heyman, Walter Hill, Kelly Hodell, Celeste Huston, Margot Huston, Henry Hyde, Betty Jaffe, Dorothy Jeakins, Stacy Keach, Adrienne Kennedy, Evelyn Keyes, Howard Koch, Lupita Kohner, Pancho Kohner, Harry Lewis, Doris Lilly, Robert Littman, Leni Lynn, Eloise Hardt MacNamara, Ben Maddow, Lesley Black Marple, Ruth Marton, Bill Mauldin, Donal McCann, Peter Menegas, John Milius, Arthur Miller, Justin Miller, Walter Mirisch, Robert Mitchum, Eva Monley, Inge Morath, Jess Morgan, Robert Morley, Oswald Morris, Paul Newman, Alex North, Edna O’Brien, Emily Paley, Billy Pearson, Roman Polanski, Victoria Principal, Jeremy Railton, Janet Roach, Nancy Reagan, Gottfried Reinhardt, William Richert, Lillian Ross, Zoe Sallis, Arturo Sarabia, Richard Sarafian, Eleanor F. Schmidt, Budd Schulberg, Wieland Schulz-Keil, Anne Selepegno, Tom Shaw, Lorrie Sherwood, Roberto Silvi, Jeanie Sims, Dorothy Soma, Philip and Avril Soma, Lizzie Spender, Ray Stark, Elaine Steinbeck, Gary Sugarman, Marietta Tree, Claire Trevor, Kathleen Turner, Bayard Veiller, Eli Wallach, Dennis Washington, Dale Wasserman, Susan and John Weitz, John and Katy Weld, Katherine Wellesley, Mary Wickes, Meta Wilde, Jilda Smith Williams, Sir John Woolf, Talli Wyler, Susannah York, Max Youngstein, Stephanie Zimbalist. I would also like to remember those who talked with me and have since passed away: Truman Capote, John Houseman, Paul Kohner, and Josh Logan.

  During the many hours of talking to these and other people, it soon became clear that memories weren’t always the same, that events witnessed by three or more people were often seen in three or more ways. I don’t believe that anyone I talked with deliberately falsified his or her accounts of things past. Everyone told the truth as he or she saw or remembered it. But as a Ghanaian sculptor named Vincent Kofi once told me, truth is like the color turquoise—it varies under different light. This, then, is the turquoise truth. If at times stories contradict each other, that is the nature of a book attempting to be as detailed and comprehensive as this. In reconstructing events that go back into the last century I have tried my best to be faithful and accurate to all involved in this intriguing family saga.

  Among the people I would like to express a special thanks to for their help and support are Larry Leamer, whose suggestion led to my doing this book; Marcia Meldal-Johnsen, who so diligently transcribed many of the tapes; Lynn Lemoyne, who brought me a trunk full of Walter Huston’s scrapbook’s; Frank Martin, who gave me access to transcripts of some of the people he interviewed for the John Huston documentary he directed; Roddy McDowall, who loaned me tapes of many Walter Huston films that aren’t easily available; Sam Gill and his co-workers at the Academy of Motion Picture Library for their generous support; Diane Keaton, for her keen eye; Midori Firestone, Lloyd Fischel, and Zachary Intrater, who read the manuscript in its rough form and offered encouraging words; Enrique Cortés, who offered a perceptive critique of the manuscript; Carolyn Blakemore, who found a book in my pages; my editor, Robert Stewart, for his care and his late-night calls from New York that lasted hours, which made me wonder when he ever slept; and my agent, Peter Matson, who was always encouraging.

  Finally, I would like to thank my two daughters, Maya and Hana, who, for a piece of candy or a stick of gum, allowed me to work in peace; and my wife, Hiromi, who has always been an inspiration, and without whom I could never have written this book.


  PART ONE

  1

  “JUST GIVE ’EM HELL!”

  THE SUN WARMED THE MEXICAN COAST ON CHRISTMAS day in 1986, but John Huston couldn’t feel it. The chill in his bones began the night before and he knew, but would never admit, that his doctors had been right when they advised him not to make the trip. No one thought he should go—his children, his friends, those who were involved with his next picture all knew it was a bad idea to make such a journey in his condition.

  It was madness to be so far away from Cedars-Sinai Hospital and the IVs and antibiotics that had become commonplace in his life. But once Huston had made up his mind to see Mexico for possibly the last time, no one was going to talk him out of it. The man was eighty years old and had been suffering from what one of his doctors called “the worst case of emphysema I’ve ever seen” for more than twenty years. He had been given up for dead at least three times. His lung had collapsed seventeen years before, in 1969, just as he was to begin The Kremlin Letter in Finland. Over the years he had suffered a gut operation, various bouts of pneumonia, gout, eye problems, and surgery for an aneurism—the same ailment that caused his father’s death in 1950. Huston knew the risks involved in leaving Los Angeles, but he also remembered that his father died at the Beverly Hills Hotel before the ambulance arrived. If John was going to die, then at least let it be the way he had lived his life: on his own terms. And even if his doctor had warned him about how severe his sickness was, the doctor had also told him that he’d probably live forever—an idea everybody who knew John Huston was beginning to believe.

  Even Maricela, his companion, whom Huston said he had grown to love more than any of his wives, wasn’t happy about going back to her native country for only a short time. She would have preferred to settle in, to see her mother and her family, to get into a routine. But with “that stubborn bull” there were no routines.

  She was fifty years his junior. With her close-cropped hair and strong, stout body she resembled a young Gertrude Stein as Diego Rivera might have painted her. When she wasn’t referring to Huston as an old bull, she called him “Papa Bear.” He called her “Baby.” Like many of the women in Huston’s life, Maricela Hernandez was Eliza Doolittle—the only good thing to come out of his fifth marriage, he sometimes joked. When Cici, wife number five, threw him out one time too many, it was Maricela, Cici’s maid, who came to him. Cici, he would later say, was a “crocodile.” But Maricela was an angel—an illegal alien, totally devoted to taking care of him. “To this day,” Huston observed, “her green card is more important to her than a doctor’s diploma.” Huston’s first son, Tony, had come to believe she was a saint. “She’s the only reason Dad is alive today.” Huston had bought a house for her in Puerto Vallarta, and they went there for a week before Christmas.

  Zoe Sallis, the forty-seven-year-old bronze-hued, attractive mother of Huston’s other son, Danny, flew in from London, as was her custom, to be with them during the holidays. Zoe had been born in India, educated in England, was devoted to a guru, dedicated to her son Danny, protective of John, and not very fond of Maricela. Although they had never married, Huston had supported her most of her adult life.

  John Hankins, Huston’s longtime friend, who lived in Ajijic, near Guadalajara, had driven five hours to Puerto Vallarta to see him. They got to know each other in Africa, when Huston was making The African Queen. Hankins was his pilot. “The bravest man I ever knew,” Huston would say. They became great friends. Now they played backgammon and reminisced about old times.

  * * *

  Both Tony, thirty-six, and Danny, who was not yet twenty-five, arrived three days before Christmas. Tony was tall, lean, and preppy, with a hawkish face, a smug smile, and a distinctive manner of speaking. All the psychological traumas of being the first son and growing up in the shadow of a great man had penetrated his soul. Danny had a rugby player’s body and an innocent, congenial face. He resembled his grandfather, Walter Huston, as a young man. Since he had grown up seeing his father only on holidays, he didn’t carry his elder half-brother’s burden and was, subsequently, a delight to his father. Tony had brought a pound of caviar and Danny a book on Henry Moore to give to John.

  Anjelica, Huston’s daughter, wasn’t going to make it; she was in Aspen with Jack Nicholson, but Allegra, Tony and Anjelica’s half-sister, had flown in from London to be with her “father.” Allegra, whose IQ was touted like a thoroughbred’s lineage, was not Huston’s by blood, but he considered her his daughter. When her mother, John’s fourth wife, Ricki, died in a car accident in 1969, Allegra was only four. Although Ricki was still legally married to John, they had separated long before. Allegra’s real father, an English Lord and travel writer named John Julius Norwich, never publicly acknowledged the child as his, and it was Huston who said he’d take her and give her his name. Now she was working for a publishing company. Her Christmas gift for John was a silver pen.

  Once Huston decided to go to Mexico for two weeks at Christmas various friends planned to come down and visit him in Puerto Vallarta and at Las Caletas, the primitive home he had carved out of the jungle along the coast, which could only be reached by boat. The land belonged to the Chacala Indians and Huston had rented it for ten years, figuring they would be his last. But he survived the lease and had paid $10,000 for another year. It was a far cry from his huge Georgian manor in Galway, which he had filled with the art treasures he had collected over his life. There, dinners were formal affairs, guests were often celebrated, Tony had learned to raise falcons, Anjelica put on dog and pony shows, Huston became co-master of the Galway Blazers and rode to the hounds. At Las Caletas, Huston had decided to shed the material life. His only concessions to the outside world were a shortwave radio and a satellite dish, which brought him the sports he loved to watch. Despite the chill Huston felt the night before, he still insisted on taking the open boat there.

  It was not an easy trip. Attached to plastic tubing that ran from his nose to an oxygen tank, he had limited mobility. From the car, a huge, heavy chair was brought for him to sit in and long poles were placed underneath to balance it. Huston, like an Ashanti chief in his palanquin, was lifted and gently placed on board the small boat. The ride over was choppy and took almost three-quarters of an hour. By the time they arrived he was looking gray, and Tony and Maricela were worried that they had made a mistake in letting him talk them into this trip. Tony was upset that his father wasn’t showing appreciation at having his family with him. Zoe was upset with Tony’s attitude, and Danny sided with his mother. Allegra never could bear Tony’s arrogant behavior. And Maricela could do without them all; she was the one who would have to nurse John. And she was afraid that his pallor meant Tony better start calling Dr. Rea Schneider in Los Angeles.

  When his other doctor, forty-five-year-old cardiologist Gary Sugarman, heard that Huston was in Mexico, he couldn’t believe it. “Oh, shit. I specifically told that bastard he was not supposed to go. A cold or cough today, it’s pneumonia in two days, and that’s the easiest way to lose him.”

  The ordeal of caring for Huston was a heavy burden for Dr. Sugarman, who considered the grand old master not only “bigger than life,” but also “the most singular, most interesting man I’ve ever met. Keeping him alive is a tremendous responsibility. I know he adores that place in Mexico, but he’s got to give it up.”

  But try telling that to Huston, who had put so many things in his past—America, his U.S. citizenship, Ireland, fox hunting, big-game hunting, smoking, boxing, whoring, five wives, countless homes—all he had left was Mexico. “It’s funny to think of my octogenarian father as being homeless,” Anjelica observed, “but he is.” No, he wasn’t ready to put Mexico in his past.

  Mexico was where, as a teenager, Huston first became fascinated by the “quest for adventure,” where he saw generals driving long Pierce-Arrows, as their chauffeurs uncorked champagne bottles in the backseat, and theater ushers were shot dead for presenting an unacceptable seat to a self-important official. In the forties and fifties it was the place that brought out the pirate in him, as he explored jungle-covered ruins and smuggled out precious pre-Columbian art. And it was Mexico that was the site of some of his great film triumphs. It was where he directed his father in his only Oscar-winning performance in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, and brought home an Indian kid named Pablo to his unsuspecting third wife, Evelyn Keyes. Where he returned again in the sixties to sleepy Mismaloya Beach to make Night of the Iguana, bringing with him a cast of characters that had newspapers around the world sending correspondents to report the anticipated fireworks. And still again, in the eighties, to film Under the Volcano, Malcolm Lowry’s classic study of drunkenness and despair in Cuernavaca.

  Now he sat in his living room, with Tony and Maricela watching anxiously over each wheeze, with Zoe and Danny and Allegra hoping to get at least one swim in. Huston began to wonder whether it was worth making still another effort to ward off the inevitable. He’d been fighting for so many years—the chills, the colds, the fevers, the infections, the coughing and choking—perhaps it was time to live out his days in quiet, surrounded by his family. “I don’t know,” he said to his eldest son, his soulful eyes made deeper by the pouches below them, “whether I can face going back again. I don’t know, sometimes, whether the battle is worth it.”

  For Tony, those were fighting words. He knew from experience that it was a dangerous sign when his dad stopped being grouchy. But Tony was also feeling something else. His father had come to Mexico to rest before he plunged into making The Dead. It wasn’t a movie that could easily be taken over by another director. “The Dead,” a short story written by James Joyce, was as delicate as a spider’s web. Funds had been raised on Huston’s name alone. It would probably be his last picture. With Huston directing, it could easily make back its low budget. But Tony’s concern was what if his father was ready to forget about The Dead, what would happen to his chance? Tony Huston had written the screenplay for The Dead. It was his shot, at long last, to prove, not only to himself, but to his father as well, that he was capable of more than playing with falcons or casting a balanced rod.

  At thirty-six, Tony’s professional life was still waiting to get started. He had chances in the past: At twelve, his father cast him in The List of Adrian Messenger; at twenty, his father let him try his hand at rewriting The Last Run; at twenty-five, he attempted writing music for The Man Who Would Be King; at thirty, he was made a second assistant director, a gofer, on Wise Blood. Nothing had really worked. This time, with James Joyce to guide him and his father to direct, Tony felt he finally had a chance for an honestly earned credit. He needed his father to live long enough to let him have that chance.

  On the shortwave to Dr. Schneider, Tony described his father’s symptoms and she said he must be brought back to Cedars. Huston, who hadn’t eaten for twenty-four hours, had finally consented to swallow some food when Tony burst in and said with as much conviction as he could muster, “Dad, we have to get you back.” Huston put down his fork. Zoe, Danny, and Allegra were furious with Tony for not waiting until John had eaten, but Tony had Maricela on his side and just told them all to bugger off.

  Danny almost came to blows with his half-brother. Zoe was beginning to sense a radical change in the family chemistry. Tony had always been put down by John, but John now was beginning to listen to him. Allied with Maricela, he could undermine everyone. Tony made arrangements for himself, John, and Maricela to catch a four P.M. flight from Puerto Vallarta to Los Angeles on December 26. Zoe, Danny, and Allegra would stay another day at Las Caletas.

  Tony was pleased that he had taken charge. He was relieved to be away from the others, who weren’t, really, he liked to think, the same kind of family as he was to his dad.

  Still, it had been upsetting. “It was the first family brouhaha for a very long time,” Tony said. “Zoe spent most of her time in Mexico telling everybody that they were hated by everybody else . . . . Telling Maricela that I detested her; telling me that Maricela hated me.” Maricela, who was closest to John, had become the target because of a list of her alleged misdeeds that John Hankins had made and given to the family without John’s knowledge. “It was ways that Maricela mistreated Dad,” Danny recalled. “Like turning the generator off or saying it was broken and was sent to be fixed when in fact it had been sold. Or not giving him a breathing treatment when he wanted one. It was trivia like that and I thought this man was a little senile and thought he was seeing things that were not actually true.” Nevertheless, the family met to discuss whether they should ignore it or mention it to John.

  “Then Dad got ill,” Danny continued, “and Tony blurted everything out to Maricela. Maricela blurted everything out to Dad, and it kind of got bigger than what it was supposed to have been.”

  Tony felt he had done nothing wrong, since he was siding with Maricela. “Actually,” Tony said, “it’s Allegra who looked down on Maricela, because she remembers her as Cici’s maid. Allegra, in one sense, is very intelligent; in another sense, she’s dumb. It’s the dumbness of the supersmart. Allegra doesn’t know that she hates Maricela, yet everything she does indicates it to somebody who can see. That’s what it came down to: There was this tremendous jealousy of Maricela, who is one of the most remarkable people I’ve ever met. Nobody that I know has matured better than Maricela.”

  * * *

  Five months earlier, in July, Tony had sat with his father in Burgess Meredith’s Malibu home as Huston dissected his son’s first draft screen-play of The Dead. It was a significant moment in Tony’s life. “It was the first time that I’ve ever gotten on so well with Dad,” Tony recalled. “And I learned something. Dad had the finest analytical mind I’d ever run in to. He was able to unravel something down to its basics. When he was criticizing my work, his mind was like a laser beam trying to get to the truth.

  “But if you were not working with him on something, that laser frequently got turned on you. Particularly if you were his child. The very source of his writing ability could be extremely destructive in personal relationships. Because he could take one to bits.”

  The lesson Tony learned was a revelation: stay out of his father’s way when there was no project to wedge between them. All those years of torment and abuse . . . if only Tony had known!

  At that time, The Dead was only an idea without backing. Nevertheless, Huston had wanted to solve certain structural problems with the script before leaving for Europe to make a film of John Louis Carlino’s Haunted Summer, about the summer Mary and Percy Bysshe Shelley spent in Italy with Lord Byron, when Mary Shelley conceived the idea for Frankenstein. Huston was excited about making the film. He had instructed the producer, Martin Poll, to hire his favorite art director and set designer, Stephen Grimes. He had discovered Grimes in 1954, when he was preparing Moby Dick. Over the next twenty-two years, Grimes was Huston’s art director for fourteen pictures. They talked over details by phone between Italy and Malibu as Grimes got things ready for Huston’s arrival in Rome in August.

  Zoe and Danny were also awaiting Huston’s arrival in London, where he had hoped to spend two weeks in final preparation for the film. Danny was especially excited because his father had asked him to assist him with the direction. But a week before he was to depart, Huston caught a chill, which turned into pneumonia. He was rushed to the intensive care unit at Cedars-Sinai—the ugliest, most depressing place in the world, as far as he was concerned—where they stuck needles into his bone-thin arms, intravenously fed him experimental antibiotics, and told him there was no way he could travel abroad to make a movie.

  When Zoe and Danny heard that John was back in intensive care, they flew from London to be at his side. Tony was already there and so was Anjelica. “It was serious,” Anjelica said, “but I’d seen him more critical than that. He was a terribly strong man, and his willpower was remarkable.” His cardiologist instructed nurses to give Huston breathing treatments every hour all through the night, making sleep impossible.

  The breathing treatments took twenty minutes each time and were vital to him, according to Dr. Sugarman, “because they improved the mechanical drainage and helped drain that junk out of there. Maricela literally churned him facedown on the bed and pounded on his back really hard to get all that junk out. It was a pain in the ass.

  “With all the medication and breathing machines and treatments and oxygen, he was really put together with spit and glue,” the doctor said. “He was a sick old man.”

  Still, when Huston was in intensive care and he hadn’t had any sleep for two days and it required all of his strength just to sit up and suck on the oxygen hose, he never resisted, never said, as Sugarman put it, “Oh, fuck it, I can’t do this anymore.”

  Huston fought his way out of intensive care that July, and Sugarman told him he could work, because not working was a waste. “We let him do whatever he wanted to do, except travel extensively and expose himself to the environment.”

  How little control Sugarman had over Huston’s movements he soon discovered, but once Huston was out of intensive care, he recovered quickly. Within weeks he was living in the small house on Spaulding Avenue he had bought for Maricela so she’d have security in Los Angeles as well as Puerto Vallarta. The house was badly in need of remodeling and Huston began to supervise the changes there.

  As his strength returned, old projects were revived and new ones considered. Wieland Schulz-Keil, a chain-smoking, balding, bearded man who had co-produced Under the Volcano, secured the rights to The Dead from the Joyce estate for $60,000, and was raising the $3.5 million it would take to make that film—though not in Ireland as Huston had hoped, but in Los Angeles. Huston and Tony were also revising another script, Revenge, based on Jim Harrison’s novella, for producer Ray Stark. The family breathed a sigh of relief when he began to express interest in listening to new people, meeting other artists, or seeing an exhibit.

  Photojournalist Peter Beard wanted him to add his voice to an ABC special about Beard’s Africa. Oja Kodar, Orson Welles’s last mistress, wanted Huston to consider putting the finishing touches on Welles’s last epic, The Other Side of the Wind—a film about a decadent old director making a pornographic movie and starring . . . John Huston.

  In October, Wieland Schulz-Keil made a call to Tom Shaw, who had been Huston’s assistant director and production manager for nine films, beginning with The Unforgiven in 1959. The money for The Dead had been raised, the picture would begin in January, now it was up to Shaw to find a location.

  Shaw, a pugnacious pit-bull of a man with the personality of a marine drill sergeant, had told Huston months before that since “the whole goddamn thing takes place in a house,” The Dead could be shot anywhere. But at that time, Huston was loyal to his own Irishness, as well as to Joyce. “I don’t want to ever make that movie unless it can be made in Ireland,” he told Shaw.

  But then he had no choice. Tommy found a warehouse in Valencia, two miles from the Magic Mountain Amusement Park, which had 18,000 square feet of floor space. Stephen Grimes, whom John had convinced to work on designing the set before Haunted Summer began, agreed that the warehouse could be transformed into a turn-of-the-century Dublin house and work began immediately.

  During the first week of December, Grimes and his assistant, Dennis Washington, who was Huston’s production designer for Victory and Prizzi’s Honor, visited John at the house of a Beverly Hills businessman and art collector. They discussed the props they wanted to use, the lighting, and the cameraman, Fred Murphy. Huston wasn’t familiar with him and Grimes had only talked with him over the phone.

  “He sounded like an intelligent guy,” Grimes said. “He asked the right questions.” Then Grimes changed the subject.

  “I must say, this Wieland Schulz-Keil is a cut above Martin Poll,” he said of his new producer.

  Huston told of Martin Poll’s recent visit, while he was staying at Maricela’s small house. “He thought it was beneath my dignity to be there. I love it. Said it to my agent, Paul Kohner, not to me. Oh, Christ.”

  “Poll’s a pain in the ass,” Grimes said.

  “The point is,” Huston joked, “he doesn’t mean well.”

  Grimes walked over to a pre-Columbian stonework of a snake curled into itself. “Is this snake sucking itself off?” he asked in his soft, almost melancholy voice.

  “It’s an old practice,” Huston said with a smile, “takes a while to learn.”

  Danny arrived as Grimes and Washington were leaving. John was on the phone with Oja Kodar. A newspaper had printed that Huston was going to complete Orson Welles’s The Other Side of the Wind. Kodar was distraught. She had been secretly negotiating for years to get the negative of the film back from the Iranian producers who had it. Kodar’s dysphoria was that if word of Huston’s interest became known, the Iranians might hold out for more money, money Kodar didn’t have. She wanted to know who had leaked Huston’s involvement.

  John denied it was anyone he knew. Then Danny made an admission that silenced the room. “I told a reporter about it, Dad. I didn’t know it was a secret.”

  “Oh, Christ,” Huston said. “You’re going to have to learn about these things.”

  It was a delicate moment, but Huston used his snake-charmer’s voice to soothe Kodar, saying there was no way he’d want any part of this to get out, especially since he had made no commitment. After he hung up, he looked at Danny, whose discomfort was obvious. It was a serious matter and he didn’t want any “false air of conspiracy” about it. “Well,” he said, “at least you owned up.”

  Tony then entered the room, bringing comic relief. He was wearing a sports coat with sleeves too short to cover his wrists.

  “Who owned that jacket before you?” John asked, amused.

  “I’m the original owner,” Tony said defensively.

  Huston’s temporary secretary suggested a drink and John asked for a vodka and water. Tony wanted a 7-Up. “You’re not having a proper drink?” Huston challenged. “Well, maybe I should have one, too, before I drink. One should always quench one’s thirst before drinking. Then one should drink seriously.”

  As his life returned to some kind of grab-bag normalcy, Huston and Maricela began to take car trips the week before their trip to Mexico. They visited Knott’s Berry Farm, where Maricela expected to fulfill her fantasy of swimming with dolphins. But when she put out her hand and the dolphins imitated her movement with jerks of their heads, she lost her nerve. “It’s all right if you back down, isn’t it, Pops?” she asked Huston.

  Huston was the wrong person to ask about losing courage. He was a principled man who often judged others by their bravery under fire. But with Maricela he didn’t force the issue. A younger John Huston would have insisted she make the plunge.

  They drove down to the art museum in Laguna Beach to see a retrospective of Jan de Swart’s sculpture. Excited by de Swart’s remarkable craftsmanship, he and Maricela then drove to the Hollywood Hills to see a private showing of a Japanese fashion designer. He had to climb nineteen steps to get to the house—equivalent to a small mountain for Huston, who took them slowly, stopped twice, sat once, lost his breath . . . but made it. A sure sign, as far as he was concerned, that he was ready to fly to Puerto Vallarta.

  “It was quite nerve-racking,” Zoe Sallis remembered, recalling the Christmas night they all stayed up in Las Caletas trying to care for John. “He didn’t want to leave, but there was a sort of panic to get him out.”

  “He had a bad night before he left Vallarta,” Tony confirmed. “Coming back in the boat from Caletas was scary.”

  They left John’s jungle home before noon and by seven that evening Huston was on the eighth floor of Cedars-Sinai in Los Angeles. He didn’t need intensive care.

  “He was two days in hospital instead of two weeks—or a grimmer alternative,” Tony said. “He soon became grumpy and that was a good sign.” Once out of the hospital, Huston took a room at the Bel Age Hotel. Still concerned about John Hankins’s allegations against Maricela, he asked Danny for his opinion. “I just laid down all the facts in front of him and Maricela,” Danny said. “Maricela looked deeply hurt. When she walked out of the room, Dad leaned forward and looked me in the eye and said, ‘Danny, do you think there could be any truth to this?’ I said, ‘Of course not, it’s crazy, absolutely not.’”

  Satisfied that she was on his side after all, he instructed Maricela to call Tommy Shaw and tell him that he wanted to see the set for The Dead in Valencia.

  When Shaw arrived at Huston’s hotel room, he saw John sitting on the edge of his bed. Shaw was struck by his old friend’s outward show of emotion and affection, which was unlike John. “He became more than warm,” Shaw said. But after they returned from the long drive to the set, where Huston watched the carpenters and painters at work, Shaw noticed how exhausted John seemed and wondered why he was going ahead with the picture.

  On the morning of January 5, 1987, Huston arrived with Maricela and her sister, Jenny, at The Ranch House Inn to begin rehearsals for The Dead. He wore a white, red, and black sweatshirt, white slacks and socks, and brown leather moccasins. His days of Tauntz-designed tails, Tattersall vests, and boots from Maxwell’s had given way to whatever clothing was the most comfortable.

  There was a great deal of fluttering and bustling all around Huston, who sat calmly in his wheelchair in the center of the living room. They discussed what needed to be done during the week before shooting began; Shaw said that wardrobe was already fitting people and that he didn’t know how long the hair would take. “The hair will take time,” Huston said. “The hair was very elaborate in those days.”

  As they spoke, Anjelica walked through the sliding-glass-door entrance and greeted everyone in the room, leaning over to kiss her father. She wore a long gray wool skirt, a gold-and-black-patterned blouse, and a black wool zippered jacket with the word witches embroidered in black on the back. The bag she carried was a rainbow-colored cloth satchel. The Huston style had clearly been passed on to a new generation.

  “I am not bemooned about Anjelica Huston only because she is among the most exotically beautiful women of our time,” Richard Condon, author of the novel Prizzi’s Honor, once commented, “but also because she is . . . endlessly entertaining, and wears clothes with the style that a work of art by Caravaggio wears paint.”

  With most of their father-daughter quarrels behind them, Anjelica was looking forward to working with Huston again on The Dead. She sat opposite her father and made inconsequential talk with Schulz-Keil, Shaw, and her brother Tony. Her face appeared to have been cast by a magician, the lines and angles changing her look from left to right and from light to shadow. Her distinctive features, which made her look either regal or common with a turn of her head, dazzled.

  “Well,” Huston said, not one for small talk when there was work to be done, “let’s go.”

  Huston believed in the value of rehearsing, where he could hear the script come to life and actors could have an opportunity to “work things out.” His genius as a director, it was often said, was in his casting—and Huston himself was usually the first to point that out, saying that he tried to direct as little as possible. “The more one directs, the more there is a tendency to monotony,” he said. “If one is telling each person what to do, one ends up with a host of little replicas of oneself.”

  For The Dead, the actors were all Irish, with the exception of Anjelica, who qualified because she lived in Ireland until her teens. All were anxiously awaiting the experience of being directed by John Huston. They knew Huston wasn’t about to offer insight into the craft of acting—they were hired because they presumably knew all that. He would be listening to lift Joyce’s musical phrasing and keen observations of human behavior off the page and into his film, for The Dead was as subtle a piece of writing as one might ever expect to see made into a movie. As Huston himself had quipped, “The biggest piece of action is trying to pass the port.”

  It was John Huston’s task to transform this literary piece of gossamer into a box-office success.

  In the motel’s conference room, Huston greeted the twenty-six actors and a documentary crew and introduced Tony and Anjelica. “Let’s just read it through so I can start to associate the voices to the characters,” he said. As the actors began finding their voices, Huston listened intently, “seeing” his film for the first time.

  Anjelica’s Irish accent seemed a bit thicker than the others and would have to be toned down. Huston scribbled a few notes, but then sat back in a revery when Frank Patterson, the tenor who had never acted before but was now engaged to play Bartell D’Arcy, began to sing “The Lass of Aughrim” in a sweet, lilting voice that, just as Joyce had described it, “faintly illuminated the cadence of the air with words expressing grief:

  O, the rain falls on my heavy locks

  And the dew wets my skin,

  My babe lies cold . . .”

  For those moments, the old man in his wheelchair, tethered to his oxygen, remembered, like Gretta in Joyce’s story, how his own life had been permanently altered in a Greenwich Village theater when he was just eighteen.

  It was the fall of 1924, the first day of rehearsals for Eugene O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms. At the table on stage, under harsh electric light, sat the actors, including his father, Walter, who had turned forty in April and was on the verge of being recognized as a major new talent in the theater; the director, Robert Edmund Jones, who was the country’s leading set designer; and O’Neill, brooding, handsome, soft-spoken, who listened carefully to each actor’s run-through of the words he had written.

  Those words had exploded like a bomb in John Huston’s brain when his father had given him the play to read. O’Neill had captured the lives of this poor farming family and turned it into a Greek tragedy. And each day, John got to sit in the theater and watch this tragedy come to life. Slowly, the actors gained an understanding of the depths of the play. O’Neill sat at the table with them for a week, listening, saying little; then he moved offstage, into the theater, where he watched Jones direct, and wrote notes suggesting ways in which the actors might say their lines more effectively. From its raw conception to the opening night, Huston witnessed a work of art develop, like a photographic print. Until that time he had wavered between following the paths of Jack Dempsey or Pablo Picasso. Now that changed. Words, acting, the theater could give him both the punch and the artistic satisfaction that warred within him.

  On opening night, Huston went looking for O’Neill and found him sitting in a deserted dressing room of the Provincetown Theatre, blocks away from where his play was being performed. “Why aren’t you at the Greenwich?” he asked the playwright.

  “I’m frightened,” O’Neill responded in a voice that had a jerky quality.

  “It’s the actors who should be frightened,” Huston said, thinking of his father and what that evening meant for him.

  “Ha,” O’Neill shot back, “they’re playing but one part apiece—I’m playing them all.”

  That was the moment when it hit John with the power of a Dempsey combination: That was what John wanted as well. He wanted to play them all. Not just act, like his father, but also write, like O’Neill; design sets, like Jones; find a way of combining the three.

  “. . . I used to go out walking with him when I was in Galway . . .”

  The sound of Anjelica’s voice brought Huston out of his revery. He looked at his daughter, then at Tony, and marveled how life really did imitate art. Ephraim Cabot, the patriarch in Desire Under the Elms, whom his father had played so convincingly, was now a figure he could identify with. Cabot brought home a young third wife, to the constemation of his grown sons, and promised her the land his youngest son believed was his birthright. Huston remembered the anguish he caused his children when he brought home to Galway his young fifth wife, who replaced their dead mother, and then sold his land a few years later, depriving them of what they considered to be their inheritance. Now he was working with both children on a film about Ireland. Time had healed some of the wounds. Work had brought them together.

  It took ninety minutes to read through the script and the actors seemed pleased. They were given an hour’s break and everyone left the room except Huston and Tony. John’s secretary came and started to wheel him out of the conference room. “Where are we going?” Huston asked her.

  “To your room,” she said, concerned that he get some rest before resuming in the afternoon.

  “Is there anyplace else?”

  “The restaurant.”

  “Let’s go there.” There would be plenty of time to rest, he thought. A goddamn eternity to rest.

  Tony was left alone in the room, writing notes. The Dead meant so much to him; he still hadn’t gotten over the shock of hearing his wife tell him in September he wasn’t welcome in their home anymore. In Joyce’s story, Gabriel may have mourned the fact that Gretta held a secret passion, but at least they were still together. Tony lost everything—his wife, the children, his hawks and dog, his wonderful English gentry life—when he made the choice to be with his father and try to earn an honest living. Like Gabriel, Tony felt that “his own identity was fading out into a grey impalpable world.” If Joyce’s ending had seemed too dreary, Tony’s own ending with Margot was much worse. The irony wasn’t lost on him that, as he worked on a script about a man discovering that his wife never loved him passionately the way he would have liked, his own wife was telling him the same thing. Didn’t his father once comment that Margot reminded him of Gretta in Joyce’s story—years before they considered making the movie?

  After Margot sent him that solicitor’s letter and he learned she wanted him out of her life, Tony didn’t know what to do. He called his father in Los Angeles. Should he fight it in any way?

  “No,” his father said, “just clear out.”

  It was not the advice he wanted to hear, but his father had far more experience with women than anyone he had ever known, and he thought it best to listen to him. “If a woman falls out of love with you, there’s nothing you can do,” he said sadly. “Just put your hands in your pockets and walk away.”

  On January 19, 1987, exactly two weeks after the first rehearsal, Huston was ready to begin filming The Dead. The dress rehearsal—with costumes, makeup, and hair—went smoothly. The actors walked through their positions, the cameramen steadied their cameras overhead, the sound man was ready with his Nagra. Huston was on the set in his wheelchair, breathing his oxygen. Tony was nearby.

  Karen, the script supervisor, had never worked for anyone like John, who wanted to know every detail—costume, hair, placement. She was struck by how he noticed where the lapels on an actor’s jacket were of a different material than the jacket itself. And he expected her to know the timing of every movement, something she had never been trusted to do before.

  The first scene was complicated because it involved choreographing the movements of seven people, as guests came up the stairs and were greeted by Aunt Kate and Aunt Julia, played by Abbey Theatre veterans Helena Carroll and Cathleen Delany. Huston sat in the living room, away from the narrow hallway where the action was to occur, and stared at a large TV monitor. Over his head, a sound man held a boom mike—part of the documentary crew filming John as he prepared to direct. Thus, on this day, two films were being made: The Dead and The Making of The Dead. Tommy Shaw’s gruff voice called for quiet for the final rehearsals before the cameras began to roll.

  “Tony!” Huston suddenly called out, inviting his son to pick up the second set of headphones and listen to the actors. Huston’s breathing was noticeably heavy, his heart was thumping vigorously in his chest, after forty films he still felt excitement. Making a movie still gave him a thrill, brought a rush of adrenaline through his body. There were very few things left in his life that made him feel so fully alive.

  As they got ready to roll, the steadycam operator put on his Velcro vest and then attached the sixty-pound camera to it. Wieland Schulz-Keil mentioned to Huston how difficult it was to handle that camera, and how often it was the camera that stayed steady and swung the cameraman around. The image struck Tony as funny and he laughed.

  By eleven-thirty, after the fifth rehearsal, Huston seemed satisfied that it wasn’t going to get any better and said, “Very good, let’s take a shot at it.” The lighting was rechecked, floors were sprayed, waxed, mopped.

  “Speed!” Tommy Shaw shouted from the hallway.

  “Action,” John said, his attention fully riveted on the television monitor.

  The lighting man came to point out a minor problem and Huston told him, “If you want to change anything about the lighting, feel free to.”

  After the second take, Tommy Shaw whispered to Huston that the documentary makers would like him to say “Action!” while they filmed him. “There’s an extra charge for that,” John joked, thinking what a shame Danny wasn’t there with him. His younger son had planned to make the documentary; it would have felt right, having his three children together as professionals, but Danny had an even better offer: to direct a television movie for Disney. So while his old man was making The Dead, Danny was filming Bigfoot.

  Huston spent the time waiting during rehearsals, between shots, and because of technical details to talk about things that interested him: art, Ireland, horses, his father, politics, literature, sports. Early one afternoon Tommy Shaw interrupted to say that stomachs were beginning to grumble and suggested an hour’s break for lunch. Huston looked surprised. He had hoped to shoot straight through the day, but “I leave this to you, Tommy. I leave it to you entirely.” Then he turned to look at the piano in the living room and said, “We need candles on the piano . . . to read the music. Lots of candles.”

  At three-fifteen, he returned from his trailer, watched another rehearsal, instructed one of the cameramen to lower his camera, and stated, “All right, let’s iron away until it gets ironed out.”

  After thirteen tries, Huston asked for prints of takes six, eleven, and thirteen, then quipped, “This is not going to be like Prizzi’s Honor, I can see that.” Fifty percent of Prizzi’s had been shot on the first take.

  “There were fewer people,” Schulz-Keil pointed out.

  “Oh, I realize that,” John said, telling the producer to sit down next to “Danny.” Tony cringed but said nothing.

  As he watched the monitor, Huston observed the frail Cathleen Delany in a scene and decided he wanted a backup shot of her. He called her in and said, “Aunt Julia, your eyes should be as bright as a little bird’s.” He took her hand and gently kissed it. As she walked back to the set he said softly, “Tell her she’s a wren.”

  When asked if the film was proceeding at the pace he had anticipated, Huston replied, “This one is like lacework, compared to the forward direction of most films.”

  Anjelica worked on a scene where she took off her shoes in the bathroom. Huston wasn’t satisfied with his cinematographer’s work. “I don’t like the pullback at all,” he said gruffly. “Go in closer,” he told Fred Murphy. “Get Aunt Julia right in there taking the other shoe from Anjelica. I don’t want you to pull back at all.”

  “In order to hold Aunt Kate we have to pull back,” Murphy protested, his ignorance of Huston’s work now evident. Those who knew Huston’s preferences were aware that he rarely let a camera pull back on a scene.

  “I don’t want pullbacks. Let me see it once.”

  Murphy aimed the camera down on Anjelica’s foot, then came up to show her and Aunt Kate. Huston was pleased. “It works,” he said. “You don’t have to pull back. See.” Then he told Anjelica to take the shoes out of the bag instead of going down for them, “So when she leans over we see the shoes.”

  Anjelica brought the shoes from the bag and held them to her face, mugging for the camera, making her father laugh. When the cameras rolled for another take, Huston noticed an awkward movement and yelled, “Cut! What the hell happened?”

  “The camera is too jerky,” Fred Murphy told him. “We need to go up slower. It may seem a little artificial, but . . .”

  Huston cut him off. “It mustn’t seem artificial.”

  The next time Anjelica pulled out the shoes too early and Huston heard Murphy instruct the steadycam operator, “Drift over . . .”

  “No, you can’t drift,” John said. “When you come up with camera, you must hold tight.”

  Murphy tried to get technical on his director. “It’s a one-eight-five problem,” he said.

  “Has to be graceful,” Huston replied, ignoring the numbers. “Not drift up, move up.” Fred Murphy was going to school whether he liked it or not. Huston wanted a fluid camera. He didn’t want to be bothered with technical problems.

  As the actors and crew broke for lunch John spotted Maricela. She was dressed in a white sweatshirt and white pants, with a pearl in each ear. “Will you have lunch with me . . . if you please?” he asked.

  “Can I have anything I want? Including double dessert?” she responded playfully. Huston nodded. Then she asked, “Can anyone carry a gun here? I’d feel safer carrying my forty-five.”

  “You would, would you?” John coughed.

  Maricela went down ahead of him and John turned to Wieland Schulz-Keil and said with a tinge of admiration, “Maricela wants to know if she can pack her revolver.”

  Over the next six weeks the sound man’s Nagra blew a fuse, the prints of Anjelica removing her shoes were destroyed in the lab and had to be reshot, and Anjelica came down with mononucleosis. (Aware that her father’s health was more fragile than her own, and that the picture couldn’t risk a period of inactivity, she missed only a few days.) The bond company complained that not enough scenes were being shot each day but were told that Mr. Huston was a perfectionist and that he was getting his shots on schedule.

  Huston was visited on the set by an old love, Marietta Tree, and numerous other friends, including Robert Mitchum. In the meantime, the cast began to appreciate their director’s resilience and skill. When Donal Donnelly began overplaying his drunken character, Freddy Malins, Huston took him aside and said, “Freddy’s on hooch, not cocaine.” Donnelly understood immediately.

  Tony compared his father to Eastern masters: “He was like the Zen teacher who gives his student a sharp tap with a cane, but doesn’t embark on a great deal of explanation.” When Tony used an arcane word like bonify John would ask him what it meant. “Piglet,” Tony replied. “Then say that,” John said. “It’s clearer.”

  Although the film was on schedule, John had trouble sleeping. His worrying emerged in conversations with Tony. Looking back on his life, he weighed all the things he had done wrong and wondered how it all balanced out. Tony said, “What is success anyway? A half dozen of your pictures will be remembered as long as pictures are remembered. You are working, you will never stop working, and that is more than most people can say. You have no reason to feel sorry for yourself.”

  It was good of Tony to keep the conversation on a professional level. Too often Tony agreed with his father about the wrongs he had committed in his personal life; now it just seemed pointless to open old wounds. Besides, Tony was beginning to feel thankful for the opportunity to work so closely, so importantly, with his father.

  Unable to conceal his inner thoughts about what was happening to him, he confessed to feeling “liberated professionally” to a reporter. “I wonder—how much of it was planning and how much of it was fortuitous? Was Dad kind of keeping me on the back burner? Was he just waiting patiently until I’d done enough work by myself so that he could take me and I could learn from him, when I’d somehow got rid of the toxins of adolescence and could come to him to be finished, like a piece of furniture that he was able to do the final tooling on?”

  Being on the set each day also gave Tony the chance to learn something firsthand about directing. “Not that I have any ambitions in that department,” he hedged, “but it seems to me that writers either end up on Hollywood Boulevard picking up cigarettes out of the gutter, or they get fed up with what happens to their scripts and want more say about it, so it would be very foolish of me not to watch my father, the old master, at work.”

  What Tony hoped to learn was how his father told stories on film. Wieland Schulz-Keil, who first observed the process during Under the Volcano, believes that what made John such a specialist was that “he really knew what a story was, and in a very modern way. In a way that was commensurate with Joyce. Like Flaubert, who stood at the beginning of the tradition of realist writing in literature, John, amongst all filmmakers I know, was the one who most closely identified with that tradition.”

  “John,” documentary maker Lilyan Sievernich asked on camera, “what is The Dead about?”

  “The story is about a man being revealed to himself and we’re being revealed to ourselves,” Huston answered. “What we think we are and what we are are two different things . . . and the discovery of that can be pretty unsettling.”

  When the time came to shoot the last scene, between Gabriel and Gretta in a hotel room, Anjelica was feeling tense and apprehensive. It was the climax of the movie, the emotional unraveling of the story: Gretta’s confession to her husband that young Michael Furey died for her. “The night before I left . . . I heard gravel thrown up against the window . . . I ran downstairs . . . and there was the poor fellow at the end of the garden, shivering. I implored of him to go home at once and told him he would get his death in the rain. But he said he did not want to live. I can see his eyes as well as well! . . .”

  She was all too aware of how internal her role in The Dead was and how delicate the final scene had to play. Her father had told her and Donal McCann, as he had told his leading actors for close to fifty years, to work together on the scene without him. Still, she worried because she had to cry in the middle of the scene—and it was difficult to work up to it and then bring it down again in take after take. If they could shoot it in one take, she could go all out. But there had to be shots of her, shots of McCann, shots of the two of them. And who knew how many takes would be required because of technical problems?

  “It’s particularly difficult for me,” Anjelica said, “not to start at the top of a scene with the full emotion but to get there quietly as the scene is going on.”

  When the scene came up, Anjelica felt that things went well. She would wind up “very, very upset” as she was supposed to, only to have to start again from the beginning. After a few such takes, her father called her over and asked, “Have you ridden your horse on Sunday?”

  She smiled, knowing he was trying to keep her from “going over,” bringing her down gently. Still, she was grateful. It had taken long, hard years for her to appreciate him. More than half her lifetime ago his slightest suggestion had brought tears to her eyes and anger in her heart. That was when he thought he was doing her a favor by starring her in a movie before she was ready to be an actress. She hadn’t yet matured into the woman she would become. Now she adored her father. The resentments had faded.

  “All the time I was growing up,” she told a New York Times reporter while shooting The Dead, “I couldn’t imagine him buying even a tube of toothpaste for himself. Taking care of him was a full-time job even before he was sick. Somewhere along the line he’s become more human, more accessible. Now he is more emotionally generous than he ever was.”

  “I think Anjel and I are alike,” John said, adding, “She has developed maturity . . . discovered self-confidence. She has had a chance to pull back and reassemble her forces.”

  After thirty-three days, The Dead was in the can, the actors were looking for their next job, the Hustons were beginning to talk to the press. It was time now to edit the 54,000 feet of film into an eighty-minute movie.

  On April 1, Danny drove John to meet Jan de Swart, the seventy-nine-year-old artist whose work Huston first saw at the Laguna Art Museum before he began The Dead. Huston had invited Billy Pearson to join them, knowing how much Billy would appreciate de Swart’s work. Pearson was an ex-jockey who rode John’s horses in the late forties. They enjoyed each other’s company and practical jokes and remained close throughout the years.

  De Swart’s house was filled with his complicated reliefs, intricate boxes, impossibly curved wooden columns, and he and Huston hit it off immediately. The Dutch-born sculptor had followed Huston’s career and said, “That’s some life you have lived, so many adventures, you must be three hundred years old.”

  “And you,” John responded, his hand sweeping the room, “you must be Methuselah.”

  Before Huston left he bought a small box for $900, inquired about a $60,000 seven-foot-wide, aluminum-cast panel that he thought Anjelica’s boyfriend, Jack Nicholson, should see, and was given a bench by de Swart as a gift.

  As Huston began his ascent from de Swart’s house to the street in a motorized chair, Billy Pearson came hopping up the garden steps saying, “Stop, John, I want to talk to you.” But John’s spirit was satisfied and he answered irritably, “I don’t want to talk to you. Why don’t you smoke another cigarette and run up the stairs?”

  When Huston spoke like that, Pearson knew it was best to keep his distance. He couldn’t help it if smoking hadn’t debilitated him as it had John. He remembered once, some thirty years back, when they were in a hotel in Paris and he had a terrible coughing fit. “John, John,” he said in alarm after coming out of the bathroom. “I’ve been coughing up blood.” John looked at him oddly. “Doesn’t everybody?” he said.

  On the drive back, Huston and Danny talked about the movie Danny hoped to make of Thornton Wilder’s last novel, Theophilus North, a lighthearted story about a young tutor who goes to Newport, Rhode Island, discovers that tiny electrical shocks emit from his fingers at strange moments, and changes the lives of the townspeople, who come to look upon him as either a saint or a healer. The idea had been pitched to Goldwyn and to Vista, but was turned down, Danny was certain, “because of Dad being an old, sick man and me being a first-time director.” But Heritage Entertainment was willing to consider the project once Danny was able to get his father to meet with them and agree to act in the film and rewrite the script with Prizzi’s Honor screenwriter Janet Roach. John had acted for Danny before in the hour-long production of Mr. Corbett’s Ghost, but this was to be Danny’s first feature, an important step in his career. Huston had helped solidify Anjelica’s acting career with her Oscar-winning performance in Prizzi’s and again in her subtle but powerful role as Gretta in The Dead, and allowed Tony full screenwriter’s credit for the Joyce story so that his career could finally get off the ground. So he was pleased that Danny had also found a project that needed his help.

  Danny was full of enthusiasm and confidence. He wasn’t embarrassed to use his father’s name to get work and bragged that he and his father “made a great team, hustling projects. One big hustler, one little hustler.” If all went well, the Wilder script would be finished in May and the film would begin shooting in Rhode Island in early summer. Because John had agreed to do it, Anjelica and Lauren Bacall also signed on. At twenty-five, Danny was getting the kind of opportunities very few directors ever had.

  * * *

  On the sixth of April, Roberto Silvi, The Dead’s editor, was ready to show Huston a rough cut of the film on a big screen. Silvi, forty-three, had already edited three Huston films—Wise Blood, Victory, and Under the Volcano—and was an assistant editor on five others.

  John was pleased with Silvi’s cut but thought it needed fine tuning, so he made some suggestions and told Silvi that he would come to the editing room in Burbank in two days and go over it again with him.

  Wieland Schulz-Keil was also there when Maricela drove John to Burbank, and the three men spent three hours making meticulous changes to keep the film, reduced now to seventy-eight minutes, flowing. Huston acknowledged that it had been “fine-tooth combed several times now,” and Schulz-Keil joked that they were now using a “special dandruff comb.”

  Schulz-Keil said, “John looked at the movie as if he had never had anything to do with it.”

  As John watched Aunt Kate, he noticed what seemed to be an abrupt cut as she walked toward her guests. “How could you have made such a cut, Roberto?” he asked. “Do whatever you can to fix it, because it’s just an awkward frame that you cut. Do away with her look-around. Just have them on the stair.”

  Huston was anxious to get to another scene he wanted changed. During the recital of a poem, Anjelica sat next to Mr. Browne, drifting dreamily off, only to be brought back to the party by the sound of applause. There were three cuts to Anjelica, far away in her thoughts, and twice it appeared that she was wakened from her revery. Huston didn’t think that was necessary. “I just don’t like the cut,” he said. Anjelica looked too tragic at a point when the poem wasn’t that compelling. “Change that to save the drama for the finish,” Huston suggested. “She has no reason to look tragic at this moment. And we don’t need that cut of her again, she does the same thing exactly. It’s a bit of a bore.”

  “I need a cut there,” Silvi argued.

  “Then do something else. She shouldn’t come out of the same trance, each time she’s coming out of another world.”

  “I think it’s wrong, John. They’re applauding and she’s still under.”

  “Better than waking up twice,” Huston countered.

  “Aw, she’s not waking up,” Silvi said, worried that the cut John wanted might be impossible to do because there wasn’t material shot to cover it. But Huston knew what he wanted and when he saw that Roberto was being stubborn he said, “Can you do it now?” Huston wanted to make sure Silvi understood him. Silvi ran sections of film through the Moviola for Huston to see and together they made the necessary cuts.

  For the rest of the afternoon, Huston was scrupulous in his requests: Chimes could ring before the singing began, Freddy Malins’s whistle for a taxi should be “shriller,” no effects were necessary during Gretta’s speech at the end. “Stay with the drama, we don’t need any effects there unless it contributes to the drama.”

  Before they finished, Schulz-Keil asked Huston about the opening credits. “After the last card, ‘Directed by John Huston,’ there will be another card in the right-hand corner, Tor Maricela.’ Right?”

  Huston nodded. It was the first time he had ever dedicated a film to anyone, and it was to be a surprise. It was his way of telling her what he felt, of thanking her for taking care of him.

  With The Dead completed, Huston began thinking about directing Revenge, the script he had written with Tony for Ray Stark. John had made four pictures for Stark, who always treated him fairly. He considered Stark the most generous producer he had ever worked with and liked to joke that he could even forgive Ray for making more money than anyone else in California.

  Stark had told John that he might be able to get Revenge off the ground at Columbia if Kevin Costner starred in it. Huston had seen a video of one of Costner’s films and wasn’t impressed. Revenge was a macho kind of picture about two men who battle each other and destroy a woman in the process. He was thinking more along the lines of an Anthony Quinn. But Stark asked Huston to come to his house to meet the actor. Huston wasn’t pleased but agreed to stop by with Danny.

  They drove up to Stark’s impressive house in Danny’s Volkswagen. Costner was waiting inside. After they shook hands, tea was served and Costner mentioned that he saw similarities between Revenge and certain stories of King Arthur. Huston looked at Costner, then turned his head and stared out at the Moore and Manzu sculptures in Ray Stark’s garden and began to whistle. “There was the most awkward silence,” Danny recalled. “Dad didn’t answer the man’s questions.” The meeting was obviously over and Costner took his leave. When Stark returned to the room, John said, “I’m an ill man and I don’t know how you could do this to me. I’ve been in this business fifty-odd years and you are telling me that I’ve got to work with this little guy?”

  “He’s important to Columbia,” Stark said. “And he does have an attachment . . .”

  “Well, Ray, just face it, you’re a cocksucker.” John then reminded him that Stark hadn’t wanted Marlon Brando for Fat City and then they started to argue about The Man Who Would Be King. Danny was standing to the side watching—“No you didn’t,” “Yes I did”—and thinking that they had turned into children. Then his father turned to him and said, “Danny, this might come as a surprise . . .” And Danny thought, Oh, Christ, what’s next? “. . . I would like to have Danny direct Revenge with me. Any kind of action that has to be shot, I want Danny to do it.”

  Stark looked at Danny and asked, “What have you done?”

  “I’ve done an hour film in London, which really hasn’t been shown anywhere.” Danny smiled. “And I’ve just finished a Disney Sunday movie special.”

  Stark just stared at the boy. Huston had had enough. He picked up his oxygen tank and stormed out of the house, his son rushing behind him. Stark followed, and when he tried to embrace his old friend, Huston just patted him on the shoulder.

  On the ride over to Heritage Entertainment, where they were to talk about Mr. North, John kept saying that he couldn’t believe Ray could do that to him. “Kevin Costner would be good in the part of a man dying of AIDS,” John said.

  The meeting at Heritage was entirely different. The man in charge, Skip Steloff, scored points among his executives by the mere fact that John Huston had come to discuss a film. After listening to Huston talk about how quickly the script could be rewritten, Steloff said, “I’ll put up the money. I haven’t read the script but I feel that the elements are right. I want to do the picture with you guys.”

  “All this had happened in an hour and a half,” Danny marveled. “Driving to Ray’s, then to Heritage, both meetings . . . And back in the car, Dad chuckled over how proud this man was—‘I haven’t read this but I want to do it.’” Then Huston began thinking of who might best be cast for the lead in Mr. North and had an idea. “Look,” he said to Danny, “you might think I’m totally mad, but what do you think of Kevin Costner?”

  On April 25, Robert De Niro visited to discuss the next project John wanted to direct: Herman Melville’s Benito Cereno. It was one of Huston’s favorite stories, and even though it would have to be shot on the high seas, John figured it could be done in the Caribbean after the hurricane season if the money was there. Exactly who might insure him for such a risky project was of no concern to the frail director. He had already rewritten Jonathan Hale’s script and Robert Duvall had agreed to play the captain, after Paul Newman turned it down. De Niro had come to talk about playing Cereno.

  Janet Roach had flown to Los Angeles from her home on Shelter Island at the tip of Long Island, New York, to work on Mr. North. Her work with John was intense. Sometimes she would write as many as eight or ten pages in a day and read them to him. “By then his eyes were no good,” Roach said. “Sometimes you’d see that bony old hand flash out and he’d say, ‘Oh, no, honey.’ I’d die every time because I wanted so terribly to please him. He would say things like, ‘We need a straight line here, honey, that’s not a straight line.’ Or, ‘You have to dramatize this, honey, don’t you know what that means?’ I had the typewriter, he had the last word. It was only when I really screwed up that he would pick up a pencil and actually write something. He wanted what he wanted. He knew his time was limited and there was no margin to fool around.”

  Roach recalled how she and Huston had gone out for lunch. When they returned to his hotel, Huston sat down while waiting for the elevator, trying to catch his breath. “We’ll have to make her see double, honey,” he suddenly said. Roach looked at him and wondered what he was talking about. Then she realized it had to do with one of the characters in their script.

  “He solved a problem that had been dogging us for ten days,” she said. “My mind had been on lunch and on politics, but John’s had been going over this problem we had failed to solve. And as soon as he said that it was clear what he meant. The body had betrayed him but his mind was still all there, and he used it and used it and used it.”

  By the end of May, after six weeks, the script was finished and plans were being made for John to fly to Rhode Island, where he would not only act but also executive produce Mr. North. Robert DeNiro had decided to turn down Benito Cereno, but Raul Julia had agreed to play the part, so that project was still going forward.

  Danny Huston was having his own casting problems, trying to find the right actor to play Theophilus North. When Timothy Hutton and Tom Hanks weren’t available, Danny settled on Anthony Edwards. With a supporting cast of the two acting Hustons and Lauren Bacall, it was a picture any young actor would be advised to take for the chance to learn from such pros.

  By June, Huston was staying at his old friend Burgess Meredith’s house. He had met with the organizers of the Santa Fe Film Festival and had agreed to attend a press conference the following month announcing the retrospective festival that was to be held in his honor. On July 6, he was wheeled into the International Ballroom at the Beverly Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills and met with the press. He was treated with respect and responded to all questions with both thoughtful and glib answers. Asked how he might attend the Come as Your Favorite Huston Character Ball that was to be held in Santa Fe, he answered, “I’d come as a horse.”

  Finally, John was asked if there was a most important quality that went into the making of a good film.

  “Yes: talent. And taste and ideas, intention. We can just go down the list of all the fine qualities you can discover in human beings and they all go to making a good picture.”

  As John talked, Maricela stood outside the ballroom watching. She always stayed out of his limelight. Keeping him alive was her job.

  “We’re supposed to go next week to Rhode Island for six weeks,” she said, “but after he finishes his part he says he wants to stay and watch Danny, see if he can help out. Then he wants to start Benito Cereno, but so far there’s no money. So maybe we’ll go back to Mexico after Rhode Island. But then it can all change if he gets sick.”

  A week after the press conference, Huston was in the hospital being fed antibiotics intravenously. He wasn’t well, but he was determined to go to Rhode Island as scheduled to make Danny’s movie. He had gotten in touch with Robert Mitchum and asked if he would be available to fill in if John was unable to complete his part. Mitchum joked with Huston, saying he doubted anything would go wrong, but agreed to be there if needed. Huston always liked Mitchum and considered him among his few actor friends.

  Another of those friends, Burgess Meredith, had surprised him with a bill for $13,000 as the fee for Huston’s stay in Meredith’s home. John had been telling people how generous Burgess was to let him stay there. But Meredith’s generosity didn’t extend to the free use of his home. John paid the bill but was disappointed that there was a bill to pay.

  By mid-July, Huston and Maricela had arrived in Newport and settled in with the other cast and crew members at the Budget Motor Inn in Middletown. Everyone was excited to see him, especially Danny, who couldn’t wait to begin his first feature film. The cast assembled on the veranda of a rented house in Newport for the first reading of the script. It went well and John told Harry Dean Stanton, “I called Bob Mitchum to have him stand by just in case I didn’t feel well, but I feel great. How about that?” The following day they played poker and then, on the third day, there was another reading. This time John could barely stay awake and Danny had to nudge him when it was his turn. “Janet and I covered for Dad,” Danny said. “If he dozed off or missed a line, either I or Janet would read it. That was the first time I thought that he might not be able to do it.”

  After a few days of rehearsal and shooting, it became apparent that the strength John had mustered when he directed The Dead was just not there. Working with Janet Roach on last-minute changes in the script, studying his lines, advising Danny . . . Huston had taken on more than he could handle. He hadn’t sufficiently recovered from his last hospital stay and the excitement of a new project, coupled with the change in environment and climate, hit his fragile system hard. On the evening news on July 28 it was reported across the country that John Huston was in “grave condition” at the Charlton Memorial Hospital in Fall River, Massachusetts. The diagnosis was pneumonia.

  Tony Huston was in Los Angeles when he heard the news. He had been finishing a first draft of a script about Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr for HBO. He called the hospital and found out that his father had turned purple a few days before and that his blood gases were “unbelievably low” when he entered the hospital, but his condition was beginning to stabilize. Maricela was with him, Anjelica was there, he was hanging in.

  Danny met with his producers and crew and they decided that the movie would continue. It was obvious now that John could not act and Robert Mitchum was summoned. When Mitchum arrived, he went to visit Huston and joked, “You suckered me. You had no intention of acting in this thing.” “Biggest hoax I ever pulled off, kid,” John said. Like Huston, Mitchum dealt with the morbid by putting up a strong, defiant front.

  So did Anjelica. “He’s rallying like a bull elephant,” she told reporters. But she knew differently. Her father was breathing through a resuscitator, practically choking at the same time. It was horrible to see him in such a vulnerable position.

  “We were always scared, at Cedars-Sinai, for him to go on a lung machine,” Danny said, “and he was on this lung machine and he couldn’t talk. There was a tube in his mouth and more wires and tubes all around him. And the terror was he would never be able to get off the lung machine. We were extremely worried whether they were doing the right thing or not.”

  President Reagan sent a telegram, which gave Huston a sardonic chuckle, and Nancy Reagan tried to telephone but was told by a nurse that Huston wasn’t receiving any calls. “Don’t you know who I am?” the First Lady responded. “I don’t care who you are,” the nurse said. Apparently she really didn’t know who was calling. John’s hospitalization had shaken up the staff of Charlton Memorial; they had never had a patient of his stature before. The calls, mail, and media attention were overwhelming.

  On the last day of July the hospital listed his condition as “serious but stable.” The production company was saying that John was “fine.” Plans were going ahead to celebrate his eighty-first birthday at the hospital on August 5. Allegra, who was to appear in a bit part in the movie, flew in from London. Tony came from Los Angeles. And when John turned eighty-one, he blew out one candle with the help of Allegra.

  But it wasn’t a time for celebration. Huston was troubled by family squabbles. Anjelica had broken up with Jack Nicholson again, and he felt she was wrong not to have married him. Tony had called Margot in London asking her to send the children with a nanny so his father could see the continuation of the Huston line, but Margot wanted to come as well; Tony didn’t think it wise to bring her into the picture right now. Danny had found a young lady, but Huston knew it wasn’t serious; Danny was sowing his oats. Zoe and Maricela were not on speaking terms and that bothered him greatly. When Zoe arrived to visit, Maricela would leave the room. Zoe felt so uncomfortable that she didn’t come often and John would have to ask where she was. Danny was so busy with the movie that he could visit his father only rarely. And when the other children came, they always seemed in a rush. They stayed a half hour and then went off. It made him feel as if he was a burden to them all.

  His spirits were considerably lifted when Marietta Tree came to visit. One of the great romantic loves of his life, Marietta had never married Huston, which was probably why they remained close. He had cast her years ago to act in a brief scene with Clark Gable in The Misfits, and she was asked to act again as a high-society lady in Mr. North. When she visited Huston in the hospital, the nurses noticed that the machines monitoring his heartbeat showed a rapid increase. He gallantly kissed her hand. They were two dear old friends with many memories, and John was able to put aside, however briefly, his discontent with his family and his situation.

  By August 12 plans had been made to move him from the hospital to a rented house overlooking Newport Harbor. John was beginning to show signs of recovery and there was even talk of casting him in a cameo role in the movie. The resuscitator seemed to have worked. When Janet Roach visited him, he asked detailed questions about the film. He had read and approved of Tony’s Hamilton/Burr script. Lauren Bacall had spent some time with him. And Zoe managed to stay a few nights as well.

  “Before I came John couldn’t speak, he was writing everything,” Zoe said, “and the doctor was saying ‘no family.’ And he wrote ZOE in huge letters, question mark, FAMILY, FAMILY. He was so attached to me in the end. At least I knew that he really loved me. It had been a question mark for a long time, because he never showed what he thought. But in the end, I know he did. I think he asked for me more than anyone.

  “Those two nights in the hospital were the only time I could get to be near him without drama. Maricela wanted to get out, so I was allowed my moment. John was beginning to think he was a burden on everybody. And he didn’t want to be alone, ever. He was like a little, frightened, vulnerable child. All those tubes in him, it was so painful, he couldn’t sleep. I think he was terribly happy because I let him sleep—he didn’t have to call me more than once and I was there. I was doing everything for him and he felt comfortable. I didn’t care if he peed, it didn’t affect me. He wouldn’t dare have done that in front of Marietta. But he didn’t feel like his manhood was being threatened with me.

  “Because he was sleeping so much I was scared he’d died. He wasn’t moving. I put all the praying vibes I could possibly get into him. He had spent years criticizing my beliefs, but at the end he sort of realized that there must be something bigger than him. He asked me to get him tapes of Plato, Socrates, and Nietzsche to listen to. And he told me how dangerous ego was—so he got that in the end. When I said, Thank you for those beautiful nights,’ he said to me, ‘Well, you kept me alive.’”

  Zoe was convinced that Maricela resented her because John kept asking for her. “I suppose when you’ve looked after somebody for that long and you see he keeps asking for someone else, I guess it must be irritating.” Maricela, on the other hand, thought that Zoe was needlessly upsetting John by talking about how the family was all against her.

  During the making of The Dead, Wieland Schulz-Keil observed the polarities between Zoe and Maricela and found Zoe to be “a vulgar and insensitive person who tries to organize other people’s lives. The one thing about Zoe I dislike is that she dislikes Maricela so much and is constantly intriguing and spreading stupid rumors. If you follow Zoe’s reading, Maricela is constantly mixing poison to somehow put herself in the position of the heiress. It’s ridiculous.”

  On August 19, twenty-two days after he had entered the hospital, John was released. He was moved to the house overlooking the harbor and he began thinking about buying a house in Los Angeles; just one large room was all he wanted. He saw some of the rushes of Mr. North and seemed pleased. He also saw how on edge everyone was around him. The visits remained short.

  Once settled in the house, Huston called old friends to let them know he was recovering. Marietta Tree had gone to Italy and John reached her there. He called Lillian Ross, who wrote a series of articles for The New Yorker in the early fifties about the making of The Red Badge of Courage, and remained dear to him for the rest of his life, and left a message on her answering machine, “I just want to reassure you that I’m quite all right. Goodnight, darling.” On Janet Roach’s last visit he read some changes she had written in the script and gave his approval. “Very good,” he said. Those were the words she lived for when working with John.

  But things weren’t good at all when Anjelica came to visit and said she was planning to fly to Aspen for the weekend, and Tony, who was staying in the house with him, kept talking about going to the Venice Film Festival where The Dead was to premiere. It made John feel that he wasn’t needed anymore, and he instructed Maricela to make arrangements for him to fly back to Los Angeles. Since no commercial airline would take him in his condition, he thought of who might help him—who was rich enough, powerful enough, and loved him enough to make it possible for him to get from Rhode Island to California. He tried calling Ray Stark, who had often told John that he could always count on him. But when Stark’s secretary responded to the request for a private plane with information about how Huston could go about renting one, Huston became infuriated. The issue wasn’t money—he could have easily paid for the plane—but rather of loyalty, love, friendship, all of which he felt Stark had betrayed. He scribbled a note to Stark in barely legible handwriting scolding Ray for not having helped his children, and now when he was desperate for help all Ray could talk about was money. He wanted nothing more to do with him, and he instructed Maricela to tell Ray exactly what he had written.

  Then he gave Maricela the White House number he had and asked her to call Nancy Reagan, hoping that the president’s plane might be available. But Maricela couldn’t get through.

  Without telling Maricela, John had arranged for her sister, Jenny, to come from Los Angeles and help them. He could see that Maricela was completely worn down. When Jenny arrived, Maricela was surprised. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “John called and told me to come,” her sister answered.

  On August 27 he was feeling weak, but when Danny and Zoe came, he boosted his young son’s confidence, telling him, “Now just think, Danny, you’ve got only two weeks left. Can you imagine, Danny, two weeks?”

  As they were leaving, Zoe smiled at John and felt chilled by the look on his face. When she got outside she began to cry and said to Danny, “That’s it. I’m not going to see him again, because he just said, ‘Good-bye.’”

  “No,” Danny protested, “he’s done that look before. I’ve seen it countless times.”

  “He’s never, ever done that,” Zoe insisted.

  When they returned to their hotel, Zoe knocked on Tommy Shaw’s door and said, “He’s not going to make it through the night.”

  At ten that evening, Tony shared a brandy with his father and John asked for a massage. But Tony found him to be “incredibly sensitive” and John complained that Tony was hurting him. “You’re too grumpy, old man,” Tony said, cutting the massage short, and when he left the room, he turned out the light, leaving his father in the dark.

  That flick of a switch might just have been an insensitive gesture on Tony’s part, but John felt it symbolically. He began to shudder. His face turned pale and tears filled his eyes. He shook the bell on his night table and Maricela came running. She found him crying, white, enraged. “Do you know what that sonofabitch did? He turned the lights out on an old man. He wants me dead,” he said.

  Maricela tried to calm him down, but he was so angry with Tony he kept saying, “I want you to tell the world what he has done to me.” He complained about his children having no time for him, of making their own plans. “They’re leaving me,” he said. “I want to go home.” Maricela felt his pulse and found it weak. She went to call the doctor, but John wanted no part of doctors. He wanted to talk.

  He went on for hours as his pulse weakened and his rage against the one battle he would inevitably lose increased. He said he wanted her to destroy all his papers that had not already been donated to the Motion Picture Academy Library, including the letters from Buckminster Fuller and Nancy Reagan, the honorary degrees he had received, his business and personal correspondence, and especially his mother’s self-revealing writings. If anyone wanted to know about him, let them read his book, which was a sanitized version of his life.

  He worried aloud about Maricela and how she would get on when he was gone. He had provided for her in his will, had left her the houses in Puerto Vallarta and Los Angeles, but he knew that many of the people they knew would turn against her, and he told her that she was perfectly capable of supporting herself, of getting a job like everyone else.

  At two that morning he grew weaker. Maricela cradled his head in her arms. She knew this was the end. “I’ll call Tony,” she said. Tony was the only family member staying in the house.

  “He’s the last person I want you to call,” John said. “Call Tommy.”

  Tom Shaw would know what to do, Huston figured. You could always count on Tommy.

  Maricela never questioned John’s behavior that last day: the angry letter to Ray Stark; his belief that Tony wanted him dead, that his children were ungrateful; his asking her to bum his papers. It wasn’t the behavior of a rational mind, especially not a mind so coolly analytical and precise as his had always been. Like King Lear, Huston felt betrayed, useless, trapped and was lashing out at friends and family. He was really angry about death itself.

  He was angry with his brittle body, with its failing lungs, with his eyes that no longer focused and wouldn’t allow him to read. He had fought off death for so many years . . . now he would go into the night with brandished sword and rifle cocked, but he wouldn’t be returning to see the sun rise.

  “John,” Maricela asked, “what can I do?”

  “Just take my hand,” he said, looking into her eyes. “How many express rifles have we got?”

  Without hesitating, she answered, “Thirty, John.”

  “How about ammunition?”

  “Oh, we’ve got plenty of ammunition.”

  Then he squeezed her hand and raised it up over his head like a prizefighter. “Just give ’em hell,” he said.

  His hand dropped and Maricela held him tight. He had told her so many things, he had been so unhappy. Now he was dead and she didn’t want to share him with anybody. She stayed in the room for hours, holding him for the last time.

  Finally, at dawn, Maricela called Anjelica. “You’d better come,” she said. She also called Tommy Shaw and Danny, who went into his mother’s room at six-thirty to tell her. Before he could say a word, Zoe screamed.

  “When did he die?” Tom Shaw asked Maricela when he arrived at the house.

  “Around two o’clock,” Maricela answered.

  Shaw looked at his watch and said that they had better notify the police. “You do what has to be done,” Maricela said. “John said you’d know what to do.”

  When a grief-stricken Tony entered the room, Maricela started to scream at him, blaming him for being so cruel to his father in the end. Tommy Shaw stepped in to calm her.

  At first, Anjelica and Tommy had tried to revive John. The oxygen tank was still turned on. Maricela couldn’t bring herself to shut it off. Danny and Zoe soon arrived, as did Steven Haft, the co-producer of Mr. North, who started making phone calls.

  When the detectives arrived, they looked at the body and then asked who had been with him when he died. They went to Maricela’s room to talk with her.

  “Why didn’t you call the doctor?” one detective asked her.

  “Because he didn’t want me to,” she said. “I take full responsibility for my actions. I acted from my heart, not my logic.”

  The detectives didn’t know what to make of Maricela. They only knew that a great man had died in his bed and no doctor had been called. He had been dead for four hours before anyone at all had been notified. Only this Mexican girl was with him in the end, and she seemed vague but defiant. So they did what police in America often do when confronted with a situation they don’t understand: They put Maricela in handcuffs, placed her under arrest, and drove her to the police station.

  Huston had been dead less than seven hours and the woman closest to him for more than a decade was now sitting under the harsh glare of a detective’s lamp, being grilled about his death.

  It was humiliating being there, under suspicion. It was not the place to grieve. When Steven Haft heard that Maricela had been taken in for questioning he went to the police station and told them exactly who she was. Maricela was released immediately.

  “He had a very peaceful expression on his face,” Zoe said when she viewed John’s body. “Tony was sort of crying. We were all in a terrible state.”

  “I don’t believe that Dad thought there were greener pastures than right here,” Tony reflected. “He was incredibly attached to life, and to make his exit easier, it would be a psychological trick to make life actually distasteful. Certainly Ray Stark betrayed him. But he was also disappointed in Danny for something, disappointed in Anjelica, disappointed in me. He took my switching off the light totally out of proportion.”

  Huston’s death almost didn’t seem to register on Danny, who still had the responsibility of completing Mr. North. Zoe knew that it would hit him later, but the decision was made not to halt the production. Danny believed that his father wouldn’t have approved of that.

  John Huston’s death was a major news story. Papers around the world ran his picture on their front page. National and local television news mourned his passing by showing clips from some of his forty-one films. Daily Variety covered his life over four pages, saying, “A flamboyant, prodigious and unpredictable artist, gambler, sportsman, traveler and connoisseur of painting, literature, food, liquor, horses and women, the rangy, craggy, enormously charming Huston gave the impression of having seen and done it all. His career was filled with great triumphs and colossal flops, and despite the cynicism and pessimism that runs throughout his work, no one seemed to relish life itself more than Huston. As he once acknowledged, ‘My life has certainly been an occasion.’” Variety went on to quote actor Dennis Morgan’s opinion that “John wrote his life as a script when he was very young, and has played it ever since.”

  The obituaries dwelled on his iconoclastic life-style, his affection for underdogs, hopeless causes, and the dark side of life. They covered his great love of women, his equally great love of gambling, and his practical jokes. They listed the major awards, pointed out how many of his films were based on literature, and noted how he was in the midst of a second renaissance. “Huston was a born storyteller whose ironic, tough-minded movies were an extension and reflection of his own rogue male personality,” wrote Joseph Gelmis in Newsday.

  Syndicated columnist Roger Ebert’s salute read in part, “No one else made more great films over a longer time, films that stand up today as well as on the day they were premiered.” Charles Champlin, in the Los Angeles Times, traced Huston’s storytelling abilities to his “writer’s passionate admiration for eloquent words” and his “filmmaker’s sure command of the grammar, the vocabulary and the possibilities of the camera.”

  And Vincent Canby, in the New York Times, said, “John Huston’s career was as long-lived and shapely as his movies—and as full of exuberant spirits. His most memorable films, even the autumnally sad ones, from The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1947) to Wise Blood (1979), leave one experiencing the kind of exhilaration that only comes from being witness to craftsmanship in the service of an original, seriously amused mind.”

  Canby went on, “Huston’s films are speculations on the ends to which a man can be led through his infinite capacity to delude himself. . . .

  “Whatever its actual source, the characteristic Huston film appears to have had its origins in a tale told late in the evening, in a convivial, Conradian gathering of friends who want to be amused and astonished by some aspect of human experience that has never before occurred to them. More often than not, the people in Huston’s films wind up losers.”

  Among the dozens of movie people quoted on John’s passing, it was Robert Mitchum who seemed to best understand the larger-than-life qualities of the man. “All I can say,” Mitchum cracked, “is they’d better drive a stake through his heart.”

  Huston’s body was flown to Los Angeles on August 28, the day he died. He had told Maricela he wanted to be buried at Hollywood Memorial Park, in his mother’s grave and beside his grandmother. Tony and Anjelica insisted that the funeral service be a private affair, which angered people like producers Ray Stark and John Foreman, who felt that John belonged to the people. The Directors Guild announced they would have a memorial service, but that didn’t pacify a number of people who felt snubbed by Huston’s children. When Billy Pearson was told he wasn’t invited to the funeral, he told Tony that no one was going to keep him away.

  On August 31, the service was held at the Chapel of the Psalms at Hollywood Memorial Park. John’s body was on view in front of the twenty-five mourners, who were told that they were all welcome to stand and speak.

  Zoe had dreaded seeing John’s body, but when she did, she relaxed. “I had never seen anybody dead before, but that body had no person, it was like a house he’d lived in. I felt very happy for him. He was in his white track suit and I put a rose in there.”

  The person who seemed most devastated when he spoke was Billy Pearson, who stood before his best friend and cried, “Well, John, this is the only time you can’t talk back to me. I’ve never seen you with so much makeup, John. You look awful with so much makeup. John, I know you’re not dead. Any minute you’re going to walk around the corner and say, ‘Cut.’” Pearson went on, crying and rambling, remembering a flood of adventures they had shared.

  “Nobody touched on what a humane human being he was,” Zoe observed. “It was what a great filmmaker and how talented he was and that bravado thing that Billy Pearson was saying, ‘Let’s go and have a drink so that you can take off your makeup, John.’ I hated it. That’s the only side John ever showed anybody, but I saw the other side. He was just a sweet guy, just adorable. I remember walking out of there feeling relieved, that he was gone and was somewhere much better.”

  Anjelica was still numb from the shock of her father’s death. Months later she would confide to a friend that as she watched her father’s physical possibilities narrow because of his illness, “his mind expanded and he became more giving, more vulnerable, more creative, more of a father than he ever was before.” Tony, too, was visibly upset, as were Danny and Allegra. Tony admitted to the press that it was difficult being Huston’s first son and professed that it had been the “greatest joy of my adult life that I was able to collaborate with Dad in a creative way.” Danny said that with Anjelica’s acting, Tony’s screenwriting, and his directing, “We will form a great mafioso within the film industry. My father encouraged it very much. It seemed to be what he wanted.”

  Maricela’s only expressed feeling was that she felt as if she had been hit by a meat truck. Later that week she followed John’s instructions and told Ray Stark what Huston had thought about him at the very end. “My God, Ray was absolutely stunned,” Maricela said. “He said, ‘I don’t believe a word. John was my friend.’ He sent a messenger over for the note and I gave it to him. Then Ray sent me a nasty note. I never answered it. What went wrong between them had nothing to do with me.”

  Eventually Stark’s anger subsided and he sent Maricela flowers and gave her $5,000 to tide her over while John’s will was still with the lawyers. Anjelica also loaned Maricela $15,000. His estate would be divided up among Maricela, Zoe, and the four children, but John, by his own estimate, was not a wealthy man. He once said he couldn’t afford to buy a house in Beverly Hills, that he had less than $2 million.

  Huston wasn’t buried immediately. His cremation was private and the urn containing his ashes would be buried on September 13, the day after the memorial at the Directors Guild in West Hollywood.

  Jack Nicholson and director Richard Brooks were the moderators of the memorial. Robert Mitchum, costume designer Dorothy Jeakins, Meta Wilde (the script supervisor on both The Maltese Falcon and Prizzi’s Honor), producer Gottfried Reinhardt, Lauren Bacall, Jack Haley, Jr., Harry Dean Stanton, critic Charles Champlin, and Paul Kohner, Ray Stark, and Anjelica were all scheduled to share their thoughts. John Foreman had also been listed as a speaker, but he was still upset over not being invited to the private service and refused to attend.

  Gilbert Cates, on behalf of the Directors Guild, welcomed the audience and listed some of Huston’s major honors, the DGA’s D. W. Griffith Award, the AFI’s Lifetime Achievement Award, the Academy’s Oscars. Before introducing the series of clips from many of Huston’s films, he said, “If movies sometimes seem larger than life, John Huston always seemed larger than his movies.”

  And then the lights dimmed and there on the screen was John, slapping a peso into Humphrey Bogart’s palm in that memorable scene near the beginning of The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. “This is the very last you get from me,” Huston warns, “from now on, you’ll have to make your way through life without my assistance.” It was a fitting way to begin the tribute.

  After the clips, Richard Brooks announced that President and Mrs. Ronald Reagan had sent a basket of flowers and then introduced Robert Mitchum, who told the story of how he got a nurse at the Charlton Memorial Hospital to pull up her skirt in front of John. Jack Nicholson then introduced Dorothy Jeakins, who read two short poems, one paraphrasing Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the other by W. H. Auden. Then Brooks read two telegrams from directors Fred Zinnemann and George Stevens, Jr., who put Huston among “the last vanishing breed of men who were great filmmakers and whose work illuminated the richness of their life experiences.”

  When Jack Nicholson began to speak, his voice cracked. “I got out of my shoebox this morning and threw the I Ching,” he began, “that brilliant book which is always right. . . . All the strong lines were in the strong places and all the weak lines were in the weak places . . . and things were in order . . . and the only thing to avoid is decay and indifference, which is the root of all evil. Which is a bit pretentious for John.” He then had to compose himself to tell a story John had once told him. “It seems that Jean-Paul Sartre was visiting and by mistake Monsignor Ryan of Ireland chose this moment to come as well. Sartre was very stirred by his presence. He hadn’t expected to debate philosophy on the weekend. John got them in the same room and Monsignor Ryan opened the conversation with a story about being on the Plains of Oblivion waiting for Judgment and a gentleman is standing there, lightning is going off . . . thousands of miles of murmurs rises and turns into cheers and great jubilation. Finally, the man standing in line taps the guy on the shoulder, muttering like John, ‘What’s going on? Why is everybody so happy?’ And the man turns to him and says, They’ve just heard that fucking doesn’t count.’”

  When the laughter subsided, Nicholson finished by reading a list of what John disliked: “Any dish that contained chicken. Mawkish pop songs. Car metals in collision. Drunken women. Writing that tried too hard for effect. People with too much propriety who strain for social correctness and end only in pomposity and self-complacency.”

  Gottfried Reinhardt, who knew Huston for over half a century, spoke about John’s tastes, talents, loyalties, and remarkable good luck. About working with him as producer of The Red Badge of Courage, he said, “We combined our efforts not only to reenact the Civil War . . . but we unleashed a civil war of our own at MGM. Louis B. Mayer was the first casualty.”

  Lauren Bacall, who accompanied Bogart to Mexico for Treasure and Africa for The African Queen, and acted with him in Huston’s Key Largo, spoke of the “roughly forty years of visions” that flashed before her when she thought of John. “I see him in Mexico at the end of a work day, shooting pool, bowling . . . contests, always; fun, always. Teaching me to drink tequila. I see him carrying an antique cradle into Bogie and my firstborn’s room. I see him in the Belgian Congo, riding to location in a broken-down car down a broken-down road lined with small African children, John in the rear, smiling and giving the royal wave. I hear him describe an elephant hunt—the danger, excitement—in that incredible Huston voice, making you feel that you could stand in the middle of a herd of elephants and survive.”

  Bacall concluded by speaking of Huston’s bravery during his last weeks and how, even in his wheelchair, he “dwarfed everyone else in the room.” Then Richard Brooks introduced Jack Haley, Jr., who directed Huston when he was a co-host of the 1970 Oscars and when he played Professor Moriarty for a TV movie, Sherlock Holmes in New York.

  “Roger Moore was Sherlock Holmes,” Haley reminisced, “and he screamed at me that John Huston was stealing every scene. . . . I once asked John why he agreed to do this show and he said, ‘Well, Jack, I have the time, I can use the money . . . and Moriarty is a part I was born to play.’”

  Jack Nicholson read a tribute Lillian Ross had sent describing her long and adventurous friendship with Huston, which began when she had come to Hollywood in 1948 to report on the effects on the film industry of the HUAC hearings. “For some mysterious reason,” Ross wrote, “my image of him is always the same. . . . He looked to me exactly as he looked at the age of 42, when I first met him: 6’2”, lean, rangy, with unruly thick black hair, a deeply creased weather-battered face, the high cheekbones and the bashed-in nose, his eyes narrowed against the smoke from the little cigar in the corner of his mouth. And his voice, too, was always the same. He could always deliver the most ordinary line and make it sound like music.”

  Meta Wilde followed Nicholson’s reading with a soft-spoken memory of how she first met John on the set of The Maltese Falcon. Then Harry Dean Stanton, who acted in Wise Blood and became a poker-playing friend, told of playing in Huston’s last poker game in Newport and how they both lost about $300. He then gave a spirited rendering, in Spanish, of a revolutionary war song called “El Revolucionario,” which he dedicated to John and Maricela.

  “Jesus,” Jack Nicholson muttered when Stanton finished and he introduced Charles Champlin, who spoke of Beat the Devil as his favorite Huston film.

  When Paul Kohner got up to speak, leaning on a cane and helped by his son Pancho, he received a gracious ovation. He had been John’s agent for close to fifty years. Then it was Ray Stark’s turn. “John was my oldest . . . and youngest friend,” Stark began. “He was a combination of Puck and King Lear.” He related a story having to do with Night of the Iguana but kept any private feelings to himself. Richard Brooks spoke a few words about how Huston had taught him “to challenge the lie until I found the truth” when they co-wrote Key Largo. Then he introduced Anjelica. She repeated what Maricela had told her of John’s last words, thanked everyone for coming, and began to cry. On the curtain behind her, John’s face appeared and Walter Huston’s recording of “September Song” was played.

  . . . . And the wine dwindles down

  to a precious brew,

  September . . . November

  As Walter so movingly sang, a great silent sadness filled the auditorium. John Huston was gone, his movies would never disappear, but what about the man himself? Why was so little said about the private Huston?

  At the burial of his ashes the next day, at a spot overlooking the pond in Hollywood Memorial Park, Tony played Irish songs on the tin whistle and members of the family each spent a few private moments thinking of the man who had so profound an influence on them all. Only Maricela ever expected to be saying good-bye in the cemetery where they all now stood. The irony that he had wanted to be buried with his mother, whom he rarely talked about, and not his father, who was his great friend, was not lost on anyone.


  PART TWO

  2

  MA, WHERE’S PA?

  ON AUGUST 28, 1986, ONE YEAR TO THE DAY BEFORE HE died, John Huston made a curious confession. Although he had saved all of his mother’s writings, he had never read them. “I really haven’t got the nerve to look at them,” he admitted. When she died in 1938 he had put the manuscripts of his mother’s unpublished attempts at autobiography, fiction, and playwriting in a large brown folder and thought he might be ready to read them when he got older, but even at eighty he admitted to being reluctant. “I even shy a little from it now.”

  What power did his mother’s words have over him that made Huston—a man who had hunted tigers and elephants, jumped horses, walked through mined fields, got into countless brawls, stood up to studio moguls, and reduced well-known writers to tears—so fearful of reading them? Was she the key, as so many women who knew him over the years have speculated, to understanding him?

  “She was obviously extremely important, a central character in his whole growing up and in his whole psychology in the years that succeeded,” Olivia de Havilland believes. Huston was the one great love of de Havilland’s life, and even after forty-five years, her memories continue to create turmoil within her. “I always felt that John was ridden by witches and that if I could only know the names of these witches or the name of this witch, perhaps I could help him. He seemed to be pursued by something destructive. If it wasn’t his mother then I think it was his idea of his mother.

  “He felt rejected by his mother. Lots of people thought that John was afraid of being bored by a woman. Well, that is something to fear and it’s always a possibility! But his real fear was the other way around. It’s because of his mom, who was an astoundingly original human being.”

  Director Willy Wyler’s wife, Talli, felt that John “must not have had any respect for his mother. Something must have happened to him that he couldn’t have a relationship for much more than three years. That he couldn’t open himself up.”

  Huston had tried to share his life with Lesley Black, an Englishwoman he married in the late thirties, but like his other four marriages, it didn’t work out. Lesley knew John’s mother only briefly. “I had the feeling always that the grandmother and mother rather stifled him from a child on. Wherever John lived for any length of time, they always turned up. He was the center of their lives.”

  Tony Huston could understand that. His father was the center of almost all the lives he came in contact with, especially among family. And often that center was more a maelstrom than a calm. “When you get into Dad’s Mum, he didn’t say much,” Tony readily acknowledges. “All he ever told me was that she was erratic. You wonder how people’s relationships with their mother affect their subsequent relationships.”

  Jeanie Sims, who was Huston’s secretary in the early fifties, speculates that Huston needed to destroy those who loved him, that “he had a compulsion to make people—especially women—love him, and then, once having secured their love, an equal compulsion to spurn them.” Sims believes that “the key to this facet of his personality may well lie in his relationship with his mother. She has always been a shadowy figure about whom he has spoken little.”

  Zoe Sallis thought “his mother disappointed him in some way, so he never gave that trust to anyone else. Because she didn’t give him love when he needed it, he rejected her in the end in retaliation—probably loathing her for liking him too late, when he didn’t need it.”

  Huston’s fifth wife, Cici, claims that he used to talk to her about his mother. “It was a pretty torrid thing—his relationship with his mother,” she said, hinting as well at the similarities to her own relationship with John. “I reminded him of his mother a lot.”

  Huston’s reluctance to talk about his mother bordered on painful. “We’re about to get into deeper water here,” he said when the subject was first broached, “let’s save her for another time.”

  Eventually the time had come.

  “I have very mixed feelings about my mother. Great favor in one way . . . and, in another way, I thought she was suffocating. Not because she followed me from place to place, but she would adhere too closely. She wanted me to be an actor. I might have been one if it hadn’t been for her. Our relationship was a very difficult one. She was a mass of contradictions. There was an element of desperation. She had extraordinary physical courage. Liked excitement. I admired her on the one hand, couldn’t stand her on the other. She was alternately very true and very false. She could lie to herself as well as to others. She had the ability to deceive herself when it served her purpose. She believed what she wanted to believe.

  “She was quite well read. No shape to her reading or her education. I’m not at all sure that she could multiply or do long division. She had no gifts along those lines whatever.

  “She was better with animals than people. Complete trust in herself with animals, more than was justified. She wouldn’t have hesitated to get into a cage of lions. In fact, she did one time, at a place where they were training lions. And she could train a horse. She told me she once crossed the Mississippi River on a horse, and she wasn’t into exaggerations regarding herself. My first memory is being on a horse in front of my mother.

  “Once she came home and there was a burglar in the place. She got her pistol and pulled it on him, put him in the car, and had him drive to the police station. He was thrown in the jug. Then she began to inquire about him. Next thing, she had an attorney for him. Then she paid his bail to get him out, didn’t press charges. That was the sort of person she was.

  “She was a very complicated woman. At one time she had a hysterical paralysis. In retrospect, I could see how she was a hysteric, in the Freudian sense. She was very nervous, tending toward the neurotic; very active, smoked. She had strong emotions but was not strong emotionally. Very chaste. Part of her raising was in a convent. She would have been a Catholic except that she had been divorced. Yet I never lived anywhere with my mother that she wasn’t somehow involved in the Church. She would go to confession but not take communion. She pretended—or didn’t, I don’t know which—to subscribe to the myth of Christianity. Virgin birth, the whole thing. I made fun of it, which would make her cry. She could burst into tears anytime she wanted. And I’m not sure that her crying wasn’t as false as what she was crying about.

  “I tormented my mother with being an atheist. I wasn’t really, but I could see it would get under her skin. And it got to be a game. I would press a button, she would cry. I did a caricature one time of Jesus as an absurd dramatic figure, and she burst into tears looking at this.

  “She and my grandmother were very close, although I think my mother was more emotionally akin to her father than to my grandmother. My grandmother and my mother used to have fearsome quarrels.

  “She gave me a few beatings as a child. I forget the things that I did. She used a strap. I remember her saying, ‘Say “I’m sorry, that you’ll never do it again.”’ And I would say, ‘I’m sorry, I’ll never do it again.’ Submitting. Then she would stop.”

  Submission. Suffocation. Deceit. The patterns were set for Huston’s later rebellion against how he had grown up. He felt on safer ground when he talked about the years before he was born, when he could elaborate on the stories he had heard about his grandparents and the settling of the Midwest.

  “My mother was the daughter of Adelia Richardson and John Gore. She was born in Newcastle, Indiana [on November 28, 1881]. My grandmother was the daughter of William Richardson, who was a general in the Civil War and attorney-general of the state of Ohio. He lost his arm at Chancellorsville and our most treasured family possession was a sword given to him by the men of the 25th Ohio. A beautiful sword that I passed on to my son, Tony. When his London apartment was broken into the only thing they took was the sword. I was just devastated.”

  The sword, and Richardson’s acceptance speech, made an indelible impression on Huston, who was able to quote from memory: “The value of this gift is immeasurably enhanced by the fact that it was given to me by men who have proven their valor in their country’s cause on many a well-fought field. . . . Wealth, influence or favoritism might procure such a gift as this, but the esteem and confidence of brave men cannot be bought.’”

  Bravery and valor remained part of Huston’s personal code throughout his life. He was a man who welcomed being judged upon life’s battlefields.

  * * *

  Huston’s grandfather, John Gore, was a character who seemed to belong in a John Huston movie. As a young girl, Huston’s mother “lived in terror of her father and his drunkenness,” according to Huston. “Children are afraid of alcoholics and their behavior because they don’t know what to make of it. So her fears, her terror, had substance.”

  Huston remembered going with his mother to Quincy, Illinois, to fetch his grandpa, who had been gone on a bat for some months. “We came to a white house sitting back on a lawn in the middle of which was a large tree,” Huston recounted. “By the time we arrived, it was raining very hard. Grandpa was sitting on the front porch.” His mother sat down on the porch swing next to her father as he asked about his wife, whom he called Deal. “Suddenly there was a blinding light and a tremendous crash. The air was full of ozone. My mother fell off the swing onto her knees.

  “‘Is Deal in good health?’ asked Grandpa.

  “I stared at the tree in the front yard, seared down the middle and smoldering, and thought: This must be what it means to be drunk. . . . Grandpa doesn’t even know when lightning strikes!’”

  In the blood of my father runs a call of the wild so strong that he cannot resist the craving for excitement, Huston’s mother, Rhea, wrote in her unpublished memoir. To be content he must have some obstacle to overcome. He does not realize a life that is simply productive and dignified amounts to anything. He must run helter-skelter from one conflict to another more frequently than not creating havoc, not only for himself but for mother who is more gently inclined. His desires are at all times parent to his actions regardless of mother’s advice. By nature he is a dreamer—by habit a showman, yet had any one suggested to him that he was either of these things he would have denied it.

  John Gore’s running “helter-skelter” most assuredly did create havoc for his wife and child. He was a restless man who saw great opportunities in the settling of America in the late nineteenth century. According to Huston’s grandmother, some of whose writings were also found in the envelope containing his mother’s manuscripts, John Gore was “a tall slender man,” who, at thirty-eight in 1881, was “prematurely gray” with a “long flowing mustache.” John Gore had a “very pleasing manner and was well liked by everyone.” People would later describe his grandson in similar terms.

  In the spring of 1882 they went to Cincinnati on their way to Kansas and met a friend, who told them of the opportunities awaiting settlers in Florida. “To settle the matter we flipped pennies: Florida or Kansas. Kansas won.” They went first to Wichita, where Adelia and eighteen-month-old Rhea found a place to stay. John Gore went on to Saratoga. Within a week he found a small house, set up a newspaper, and sent for his family. “When John left me he wore a neat dark blue suit and highly polished shoes and plug hat,” wrote Adelia. “Now the man who said, ‘Here I am,’ wore a broad-brimmed gray hat, corduroy trousers stuffed in the tops of high-heeled boots, a gray flannel shirt, and a six-shooter.” John Gore had become a cowboy.

  Once settled in Saratoga, Adelia soon discovered that neither “one’s religion nor politics cut any figure in this town, but woe be unto you if you were at all friendly with the inhabitants of the other town—Pratt Center—only 1½ miles from us.” The reason for the unfriendliness was that both towns were vying for county seat; the town that won would eventually get the railroad and prosper, while the other town would most likely fold.

  A few weeks before the legislature decided to give the county seat to Pratt Center, John and Adelia Gore had “seen the writing on the wall” and set out for Syracuse, Kansas, along the Colorado border. On the crowded train they met a woman named Kate Skidmore, who was on her way with her brother and his wife to Garden City to file a claim for 160 acres of land. John Gore listened with great interest.

  Once in Syracuse, he and another man, Harry, started a newspaper, The Democrat. “Harry could set type and so could I,” wrote Adelia. “John usually got what he went after, he was a good manager and promoter but he never did a real day’s work in his life.” Once the paper got rolling, John Gore went to Garden City and filed a claim twenty-two miles south of Syracuse.

  Taking advantage of the Homestead Act passed by Congress in 1862, providing 160 acres of unoccupied public land to each homesteader who either lived there for five years or paid $1.25 per acre after six months’ residence, he gathered his family and moved them to Stanton County in the southwest corner of Kansas, joining others who had done the same. Wrote Huston’s mother, Most of the men drawn West are from failures of yesterdays. Men who have failed to keep their hands off other men’s property. Men who have failed to let live and men who have failed or been failed by their sweethearts and wives. Some are sleek and well groomed and fine of speech, while others look like ill-conditioned animals with stubby beards and large voices.

  These well-groomed men joined hands with the ill-conditioned animals to hammer and nail a house together in two days. To keep her young daughter occupied as the prairie was developed, Adelia Gore gave Rhea a container of salt and told her she could catch a bird by putting salt on its tail.

  When the house is completed my father brings a load of truck containing bed and bedding, a table, a chair, a washboard and a tub. Then my father leaves us, saying he has other fish to fry.

  John Gore went back to his newspaper in Syracuse. Adelia, Rhea, and Kate Skidmore, who couldn’t afford the lumber to build her own house, lived together in this deserted country, five miles from the nearest watering hole.

  When surveyors came to parcel out a claim adjoining theirs, Adelia discovered that their privy was not only on their new neighbors’ land but in the next county. The outhouse had to be moved, so she hitched their bony horse and little gray mule to their wagon and set off to enlist the aid of other homesteaders, offering them the bread she baked in her cook-stove fueled by buffalo chips.

  Life was difficult for these squatters: The land was rough, the insects murderous, the days hot, and the nights oppressively dark. Gunfights often settled quarrels, coyotes howled, and the occasional cyclone chased distant settlers together to huddle in an underground dugout. “It sounded like Cimarron,” Huston once commented.

  One morning, Adelia woke up and “as usual, opened the door and looked out toward the town of Edwin. Imagine my surprise when there was no Edwin. Everything gone but the post office. Gone to Richfield. While we claim holders slept and dreamed perhaps of the fortunes awaiting us, Richfield slipped in and moved our town away.”

  Undeterred, Adelia took Kate and Rhea on the stagecoach to the Land Office in Garden City in Finney County to “prove-up” their land. Adelia paid her money and became “absolute owner of a hundred and sixty acres of Kansas prairie.” But instead of returning to the land, she and Kate decided to run the newspapers in Syracuse and Leoti, now owned by John Gore.

  I can see mother sitting on a high stool before a slope-top desk picking little letters out of small boxes, placing them in a shallow metal trough she holds in her left hand. When the stick is full, she slides the type lines, without spilling, into a rack and runs a small inked roller over it then she covers it with a strip of white paper.

  The paper recorded births, deaths, the filing of land claims, local news, and national politics. The big news at the time Adelia and John Gore were running their newspapers was the election of Grover Cleveland as President of the United States in 1884. The scandal of that election was that Cleveland had an illegitimate child with a woman named Maria Halpin. The cowboys in Syracuse tied a red, white, and blue bow to young Rhea’s hair and taught the child the latest ditty:

  Ma . . . Ma . . . Where is my Pa?

  Gone to the White House.

  Ha Ha Ha.

  With Adelia living in a house on the outskirts of Syracuse, John Gore went to manage the paper in Garden City, where he became a leader of the temperance movement. Editorials on Temperance take up much space in The Democrat, Rhea Gore remembered. Cowboys are now spoken of as “The Sons of Temperance.” There hasn’t been any gun play or a fist fight for more than a month.

  But it was a little too much for Adelia Gore to believe. She knew only too well that her husband was a periodical drinker who, when he drank, usually went on a spree that lasted from six to eight weeks. The end of the temperance movement came in the person of I Bar Johnson, who came into town and attended a meeting of the “Town Protectors.”

  “I Bar, have you been rummy enough to sign the pledge?” father asks.

  “See here,” says I Bar. “How long have I been comin’ in and out of this here town?”

  “Since before my time I reckon,” father answers.

  “And what’s my reputation I’m askin’ y’u?”

  “Bang up,” says my father.

  “Such bein’ the case,” says I Bar, drawing himself up and hitching his belt a notch tighter, “do you fellows calculate that I tackled them five bank robbers single-handed, killin’ one and dancin’ the remainin’ four to the calaboose without a posse on pink pop or sassafras tea? I’ll ’low half of it was guts—but the other half was whiskey.”

  “All right gentlemen,” says my father raising his hand for silence. “The signing of the pledge is hereby declared unconstitutional.”

  With arms around each other’s shoulders all barriers of progress are burned away with firewater.

  Adelia Gore would later write, reflecting upon her eighteen-year marriage, “I can truthfully say that I was a good wife and am sure I did not leave a stone unturned to help him overcome that terrible desire for liquor.” As her grandson, who would inherit her love of words, would say, “My grandmother endured a hell of a lot.”

  Somehow I can feel my mother thinking—thinking things I intuitively know are heartbreaking. My father has taken the one drink that sets him off on another spree.

  When Mother starts to cry I do the same. My father bangs the table so hard with his fist he skins his knuckles.

  “Now see what you have done,” he says, holding out his hand as though reaching for sympathy. Mother is aggravatingly silent. My father becomes pleased with himself but his witless parlays do not bring a smile to her face. Father’s mood changes gear—he is depressed and feels his aloneness.

  “There is no point in me staying on here,” he says, “life is just slipping away from me. It’s too quiet and monotonous here for an alert man with ability. I’m going—right now.”

  “Going where?” asks my mother.

  “Out into the wide world,” says my father wistfully, “to knock around a bit . . . to see foreign places, new faces, win fame . . .”

  “Oh, shut up,” Mother says and walks slowly out of the room.

  “That’s enough,” yells my father. “Many a woman loses her husband one way and another. Perhaps in your case it could have been avoided—you know I don’t like petty squabbles. I’m going.” With a hand on my shoulder he leans forward breathing whiskey on my face, then he reaches for his high hat and cane but he does not go because he cannot get his shoes on.

  It all became a nightmare for Rhea, who sadly witnessed these fights and separations between her parents. Once he managed to get his shoes on, John Gore disappeared for months, knocking around in that wide, foreign world, reassuring himself, as his daughter would write, “that travel is a means of escape from a humdrum existence.”

  On one toot he sold off three of his newspapers—in Santa Fe, Garden City, and Saratoga. When Adelia heard of this, she wired everyone she knew in various parts of the country, telling them if they saw her husband to put him on a train and send him to her.

  Eventually John Gore returned. On that particular occasion he brought home a fourteen-year-old orphan from Dodge City, named Henry. He had told the boy he was a rich sheep rancher and offered to adopt him. It was left to Adelia to set the boy straight.

  She explains that every so often father does this sort of thing. At such times, she says, as his money and possessions diminish in reality, they increase in his fancy, sometimes reaching gigantic proportions. The nearer broke he becomes the greater is his imaginary wealth. When absolutely down and out, the truth then filters through his brain enough to prompt him to make a beeline for home.

  Mother is very sorry for Henry as she takes his hand and leads him around the corner of the house. “There, son,” says my mother, pointing to a few bedraggled chickens in an improvised coup, “are all of the rich rancher’s sheep.”

  When my father is ready to sober up he tells my mother and together they prepare for the coming ordeal “I am ready,” he says, then he goes to bed to get up in another month if he is lucky.

  John Huston was proud of his grandfather. He knew he was often compared to the wild old Gore who lived by his wits, couldn’t stand being bored, and had a need to drink, gamble, and carouse. Huston’s mother, as a young girl, couldn’t understand why her father got so angry when she looked inside some of his private letters and smelled the perfumed sheets. Nor could she understand why that would make her mother cry when she told her about them. John Huston understood only too well. A man does what a man’s got to do. Or, as his mother wrote, “When my father does not know what to do, he does as he pleases.”

  When he would sober up, decisions would be made. Where next? Together or separate? When a town called Jetmore, not far from Dodge City, secured the county seat in the mid-1880s, John Gore convinced Adelia to start a newspaper there.

  There weren’t many women who edited newspapers at that time, but Adelia Gore proved a tough and feisty editor of The Jetmore Journal. When a rival editor “with blood in his eye and a chip on his shoulder was ready to down me at any cost,” Adelia uncovered his plot and fought back through the pages of her paper, devoting columns to undermine those who feared her competition. One Republican editor wrote an article calling her “the erudite masculine editor in female attire.” But Adelia “lit into him. I told him things he did not think anyone knew. . . . I never saw . . . him again.”

  It proved to be an exciting eighteen months for Adelia, who became a popular figure in the town when she fought the Santa Fe railroad and saved Jetmore from becoming a ghost town. For John, it was just a place to dry out between his periodicals.

  The Gore family, however, split up. Two things occurred to hasten their separation. One was an offer made to Adelia to buy The Journal at a substantial profit. The other was yet another row with John. With the sale of the paper, Adelia made a difficult but steadfast decision: she would travel farther west, to Lajara, Colorado, in the San Luis Valley—but only after taking Rhea by train to Indiana where her sister lived.

  Mother explains that she will no longer be able to take me with her when she goes to work, that she will have to work for others to earn money to take care of me. She tells me I am to be placed in a convent to grow up.

  On the morning they were to leave their home in Jetmore, Rhea remembered her mother being pensive and sad. She remarks husbands are like styles—always changing but not for the better. My mother gently kisses my sleeping father and murmurs something about leaving him in a terrible predicament, adding to the horror of the situation. My mother’s pale melancholy face oppresses me. I slip once more to my father and look at the pitiable spectacle of his condition.

  The child couldn’t leave until she woke her father and asked him to sign her yellow autograph album. John Gore gripped the pencil his daughter placed in his hand and scribbled his name on an empty page. And then, beneath it, he wrote: “A piece of God’s carelessness.”

  For Rhea Gore, who had already lived in numerous hotels and half a dozen homes in small towns, burgeoning cities, and desolate prairie, the separation from her parents and induction into convent life was, by far, the most formidable experience of her young life.

  “The first thing I learn is that I shall henceforth be known by a number. Number forty-one.” In defiance, she told a nun, “My father and my mother are separated. They are going to get a divorce so I am sent here that I may be out of the way while I study and grow up.”

  It was difficult to adjust to the monotony of her new life, doing “the same identical things we did yesterday and will do again tomorrow.” She quickly learned: A convent girl shall have no time to think for herself. It is a religious duty for her to have no will of her own, no thought for or of herself. Nothing changes but the length of a girl’s hair and skirt.

  And in the world outside the convent, nothing seemed to change between Adelia and John Gore. In 1889, when Rhea was eight, the Oklahoma Territory was opened to settlement and John Gore was among the men who crossed the Kansas border by horseback to make a claim to land that had previously belonged to the Indians. Staking out a spot in what today is northern Oklahoma, they started up a town called Perry. The first two framed structures to go up were Big John’s saloon and the courthouse. John Gore owned the saloon and became the town’s magistrate. His life looked promising and he missed his family, so he wrote his wife and told her he would stop drinking if she would come and bring Rhea with her. Adelia had heard such promises before, but their life had developed into a pattern. She withdrew her daughter from the convent and put her on a train in the care of the conductor, sending her ahead to see her father. Pinned on my frock front was a card with writing on it telling my name, my destination, and how to notify my mother if anything happened to me.

  It was an exciting moment for Rhea, the answer to her prayers that she be reunited with her mother and father. She couldn’t wait to see her daddy. All the way there, she imagined what he’d be like: sober, in a new town, a judge! The trip took two weeks and when she arrived she was met by a stranger, who took her to the judge. “Sprawled in a nearby covered wagon lay my father,” Rhea would never forget, “bleary-eyed and forgetful, strongly smelling of the cause of his condition.” It was a crushing disappointment for Rhea, who had seen him like this numerous times but had never gotten used to the harsh reality of her father so destroyed by whiskey that he couldn’t even recognize his little girl. She began to cry as she leaned over John Gore in that wagon, trying to make him understand that she had come by herself all that way to be with him, to live together again as a family. But Gore was in a half-dream land and a woman named Mrs. Fisher came and took Rhea home with her.

  The next day, Mrs. Fisher brought Rhea to see her father in his role as town magistrate. At the courthouse, Rhea sat with Mrs. Fisher and watched her father “tottering on the bench, listening to all that was said for and against those brought before him.” It was all so difficult for her to comprehend. Here was her father, larger than life, the voice of reason and justice in this newly settled town, yet so irresponsible that he couldn’t even provide for his own family. But, she noticed, “When it came to rendering judgment my father each time reserved his decision and went on to the next case on the docket.”

  That was the last I saw of my father for many years, for when we got back to the tent home there was Mr. Fisher waiting with a letter from my mother. That night a tag was again pinned on the front of my frock and I was started on my long journey back to the convent.

  Rhea Gore returned to the dormitory she had hoped she would never see again and “took to praying like a duck takes to water.” Her prayers were usually for her wayward father; her thoughts often centered around death.

  I hate the consecrated ground visible always from the dormitory windows. My last sight at night, my first in the morning. This graveyard hammers my subconsciousness morning and night, sending a convincing dread through my heart.

  When she learned about the Immaculate Conception and the promised return of Christ, the idea that a virgin could bear a child was overpowering to her. It left no doubt in my mind as to the awkward position I would be placed in if such an honor should foreshadow my destiny. My brain became haunted by the fear that I might be the next girl chosen and spiritually disciplined to give birth to a child without the aid of man. I strove to contaminate my purity and render myself unfit for so sacred a mission by writing such shocking words in my copybooks as scribbled in outhouses and on barn doors. The hubbub that followed their discovery left no doubt in my mind as to the accomplishment of my purpose. She was reprimanded and threatened with expulsion.

  As she matured, Rhea’s dreams were of a worldly nature. She hoped to be a “gorgeous creature,” wearing embroidered petticoats and dresses made of blue silk taffeta. She wanted to use the type of soap that would allow her to smell “like the soft brown earth after a rain.” And, through her reading of the Book of Proverbs, she became convinced that she would become a mother herself one day. But gradually, during her years away from her mother and father, the rituals and beliefs of the Church began to have an effect on her. She was struck by the splendor of the priests’ vestments, she participated in the convent’s retreats, she learned the litanies of the saints and martyrs, she became enveloped by the sacrifice and teachings of Jesus Christ.

  What stuck in Rhea’s mind was “the fact that His father did not stick to Him,” which made her feel that “Christ and I have something in common.”

  She began to believe that her family was dependent upon her. What she most wanted was to live with them again, but during one retreat decided she was prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice: She prayed to God to take her life so that her parents would be together. It became an obsession.

  She bitterly resented being put in such a position, believing that “my father could save me if he would only quit drinking of his own accord.” But she knew that would not happen and so she knelt in prayer:

  Dear God, I put myself in your hands for you to tear me to smithereens—and after I am dead from dying, to send me to hell if you want to. I am shortening my life by many years that YOU may see fit, because of my sacrifice, to cause my father to keep sober that he and my mother may go back together and not get that divorce.

  Once her prayer was offered, she began to dramatize her demise. The girls will pass my bier with their eyes cast down in silent sorrow. And the sisters, with black beads sliding through their fingers, will choke and utter nothing save a sob. There will be a Requiem Mass in the chapel. I hope they will put some red stuff on my lips grown pale so they will not look dry but soft and fair in my repose.

  Lest there be any doubt about where John Huston got his sense of the dramatic, one need only to continue reading his mother’s death fantasy, as she prepared herself to be lowered into the ground in a pine box. I hope it won’t rain. I don’t want to lie in the sop—not the first night, for slimy nightworms to come out of the elements and squeeze through the cracks in the box to creep on my flesh and grow bloated on my lips. After rain weeds will sprout from my toes and the roots of the devil grass and dandelions will get tangled with my intestines. The fact that I shall not be conscious of it does not quiet my revulsion.

  When she awoke the following morning and realized that she was still alive she began to howl at my Creator, screaming such four-letter words as I once wrote in my copybook. My unleashed emotions gush out in a torrent of hissing noises. I who recently offered my life reluctantly am now filled with fury because I exist. I who sincerely offered my life as a sacrifice, by no means easy, now believe I have been duped, tricked, and by God Himself made a target for His jokes.

  In her anger, Rhea barged in on the Abbess, “who is over all the nuns and novices including the Mother Superior in charge of the student girls.” The Abbess was kind and listened to Rhea as she poured out her life story, ending with how she offered herself to God only to be betrayed and humiliated. Then the Abbess said, “It must have taken considerable egotism for you to look upon yourself as good enough to be so favored even if Jesus had been considering His return at this time.” And she further chided her for her impudent anger at God’s refusal to take her life, “Because you are unable to direct your own destiny you go into a tantrum like a three-year-old and rail out at Him in your doubt. Don’t you see how truly ridiculous it is to give God your life and then dictate to Him in what manner He is to use it?”

  When the Abbess has finished speaking I see more clearly. But somehow my religious ardor has considerably cooled.

  When the time came for her to graduate and leave the convent in 1898, Rhea listened to one of the nuns lecture the graduating students about sex. “Those of you whose vocation it may be to marry, must be sure to choose fit men to be the fathers of your children,” they were told. And with that advice, Rhea Gore was put on the train to Cincinnati, where she would live with her mother and think about what it was she wanted to do with her life. It was only then that she realized “no part of a girl’s education prepared her for any field of business.”

  Adelia, who was by then divorced from John Gore (he was living in Colorado, prospecting for gold when he wasn’t running a saloon), had a friend who had made a fortune by opening a chain of drugstores, and Adelia thought the perfect job for her daughter would be as an apothecary apprentice. Rhea would have preferred being a nurse, but Adelia had the impression that nurses were not respectable. “Like ladies of the stage,” remarked Rhea, “it is alleged they are prone to be seduced.”

  When Rhea suggested taking a business course, her mother again worried it might not be a proper vocation, since it would mean becoming a secretary and everyone knew that men took advantage of their secretaries. Frustrated and resentful at being treated like a child, Rhea snapped at her mother, “Do you think I’m an imbecile?”

  But it wasn’t her intelligence that was in question, it was her hormones. I loathe these “advice to the innocent” lectures. It seems I must think of sex as something dirty. Her mother warned her: “Once the good name of a girl is tarnished she can never live it down.” It throws me into tantrums of anger. I am going to do as I darn well please.

  On her own, Rhea got a job as a temporary receptionist in a doctor’s office. Her mother immediately took sick. As soon as the position was filled by someone else, Adelia recovered. Although Rhea felt grown up, her “years of obeying set rules” prevented her from considering resistance. Ultimately, the conflict between mother and daughter made Rhea ill. She lost weight, her color paled.

  Although Rhea had grown up away from her mother, Adelia still saw her as her little girl. Furthermore, the customs of the time didn’t allow Rhea to do as she pleased. She was frustrated professionally, frustrated sexually, and her convent years hadn’t left her spiritually satisfied. As she continued to become lean and sickly, her mother forced her to take health tonics and prepared food from magazine recipes. In a line that could have been written by John Huston about his mother, Rhea wrote about her own: “Aside from myself my mother seems to have no other interest in life. My welfare seems to be her sole aim in existing.”

  A doctor found nothing wrong with her, other than the fact she was “a bit nervous,” and suggested Rhea be permitted to marry young. He then prescribed asafetida to be taken internally. The foul-smelling resin was probably considered the equivalent of a cold shower.

  I have been made to wear a little sack of the horrid-smelling stuff hanging from a string around my neck. I think of it as worse than any possible disease it is presumed to ward off. I smell like something poisonous, molded, and rotten. It is utterly appalling—worse than garlic, worse than limburger cheese, worse than anything except asafetida.

  The experience of being subjected to such a potent “cure” did result in giving direction to Rhea’s life. Under the stimulus of asafetida I conceive the idea of becoming a writer. How smelling awful and deciding to become a writer coincide isn’t exactly clear, but Rhea Gore credited this particular humiliation with stimulating her creativity. It would be great to become a famous author and wherever I am to have people say, “Here she comes,” and “There she goes.”

  Where she went was to St. Louis. Her mother received a letter from John Gore in Colorado saying he was desperately ill and in need of her, so Adelia took Rhea to St. Louis, where she left her in the care of the manager of a family hotel, and continued on to help her former husband get over another of his periodicals.

  It was to prove to be a most fateful move.

  Attempting to write articles for the local newspapers, Rhea discovered that becoming a famous author wasn’t easy. But there was one advantage in calling herself a freelance writer: She was able to obtain free passes to all the plays and shows presented in the city under the pretense that she would write pieces about the performances. When a play called The Sign of the Cross came to town, she saw the show and then went backstage to interview the star, Wilson Barrett. She noticed one of the minor actors, an older man with a beard and carrying a staff, who had played a Christian, and felt uncomfortable at the way he eyed her—it was the look of a much younger rogue.

  By then, Rhea was an attractive young woman who had already received one marriage proposal from the son of a shoe manufacturer. The proposal came in the mail and Rhea, who wasn’t at all interested in marrying this man, sent the letter on to her mother in Colorado. Adelia wrote her a disheartening reply:

  “The son of a nationally known shoe manufacturer should be able to provide for you well now and much better later. Willing as I am, I cannot take care of you always.”

  Her mother’s suggestion that she consider marrying even though she felt no love made Rhea cry. She was alone and lonely and it was Thanksgiving when she entered the lobby of her hotel, where she noticed a young man wearing an outrageous pair of red crocheted slippers. She wasn’t the only person who noticed—it seemed every guest in the hotel sneered and snickered at this man’s flamboyance as he sat by the front window reading a newspaper, his silly red slippers in full view of those who passed by outside. Somehow this spectacle of the young man being ridiculed touched Rhea and made her heart roll over in sympathy.

  When he caught her staring, he smiled and said, “I don’t care a hump if they don’t like me.”

  “It’s your gay slippers which strike others as queer for a man to be wearing in public,” Rhea said.

  “I’m no fairy,” the young man said defensively, explaining that his mother had crocheted them for him.

  For some unknown reason my sympathies are aroused. I think it noble of the young man to defy the conventionalities and wear his red crocheted slippers when and where he darn well pleases. Then I really look at him for the first time. He stands arrogantly awkward as though holding onto a stepladder and afraid to let go. His face is thin and his hair no color at all. His mouth is extremely large and lids with long lashes drop over his eyes.

  Since they were both alone and as it was Thanksgiving, the young man invited Rhea to join him for dinner, and because she felt sorry for him—especially after he mentioned that his father had recently died of a “tobacco heart”—she agreed. His name, he told her, was Walter Huston and he was an actor. In fact, he had a small part carrying a staff in The Sign of the Cross, only she probably wouldn’t recognize him as he wore a false beard and was made up to appear much older.

  Had it not been for a pair of red crocheted slippers, Rhea would later write, things would undoubtedly not be what they are today. Their laces have tangled my life and knotted my heart strings in a way that cannot be undone.

  Over dinner that night and during subsequent dinners and dates to the World’s Fair, which was the popular attraction in St. Louis in 1904, Walter Huston told Rhea Gore the story of his life—a life far removed from the one she had known. She was especially impressed by the young man’s early independence and self-resolve, for he was just twenty when they met and she was twenty-three.


  3

  TO BE OR NOT TO BE

  WALTER HUSTON WAS BORN IN TORONTO ON APRIL 6, 1884, the fourth child of Elizabeth McGibbon and Robert Houghston. His parents, who had married in Caledon, Ontario, on Christmas Day, 1872, when each was twenty-four, were of Scotch-Irish descent. Elizabeth’s mother was a schoolteacher; Robert’s father, Alexander, was a pioneer farmer who settled in the small town of Orangeville, a short distance from Toronto.

  Robert Houghston had three brothers and none of them got along well with their father, who was like the character Eugene O’Neill created in Ephraim Cabot—a craggy, no-nonsense, individualist set in his ways and strict toward his sons. He once turned down an offer of decent grazing land because it wasn’t rocky enough for him to get the satisfaction of making it work by the sweat of his own brow. When one of his boys brought home a violin, Alexander broke it into pieces because “it had the devil in it.” When the old man died, the four boys divided his land evenly and sold their shares to finance other dreams. Two of them went to Detroit to open a furniture factory. Walter’s father, an easygoing, good-natured man with a strong sense of humor and little ambition, became a contracting carpenter who specialized in cabinetry. None of the brothers had the hardened tenacity of their father and they weren’t especially successful in their businesses.

  As the youngest child, Walter grew up spoiled by his mother. His earliest memory was joyfully listening to the music played by the Salvation Army band outside his house. Music played an important role in their home, especially when it was discovered that Walter’s sister Margaret was gifted with a remarkably beautiful voice and was encouraged to take singing lessons. Young Walter, not to be outdone, would return from church and convulse his family with his imitation of the preacher, singing nonsense hymns, and learning early that showing off would get him attention and applause.

  Walter’s best friend was Archie Christie, who shared his hatred of school and his love of adventure. Together the boys would play hooky and go off hunting, fishing, or ice-skating. On Saturdays, they sneaked into the variety shows at the Shea Theatre, where they sat in the balcony along with Walter’s older cousin, Arthur, whose one ambition was to be a juggler, and watch the acrobats, dancers, yodelers, magicians, ventriloquists, rope climbers, animal trainers, and musicians perform. These shows were magical interludes for the boys and inspired them to imitate the acts they had seen and then to put on their own “pin shows” for the other children in their neighborhood, performed either in the basement of Walter’s house or in Arthur’s barn. The children who came to see Arthur juggle, Archie yodel, and Walter play the harmonica, jew’s harp, and tin-can drum would each pay a fee of one straight pin. As acts improved, admission was upped to a safety pin, and finally the boys began to charge a penny.

  The shows came to a crashing halt when Walter tried to create a professional-looking backdrop by swiping one of his mother’s bed sheets and smearing it with green paint. She popped her head downstairs to see how the boys were faring, saw what her son had done, and charged down the steps screaming her favorite threat, “I’ll put you to the stranger!” She grabbed Walter and ended his early theatrical career with a public beating. Pennies were refunded.

  Undaunted, Walter and Archie continued to practice, in the woods, the acrobatics they saw at the Shea Theatre. His mother, hoping to encourage his musical side, tried teaching him the piano, admonishing him with another of her oft-repeated declarations, “I’ll have no stupid children around me.” Walter practiced for three years but the only lesson he learned was that he could not be taught anything—the same lesson he had come to learn in school as well.

  In 1933, Walter talked to a reporter about his childhood. “When I was a boy, I knew that, by some weird freak of nature or the elements, I wanted to be an actor. I lived in a stern climate among practical, hard-working, hard-fisted men. To be an actor, in our family, was about as outlandish a notion as to be a gnome or a five-footed cow.

  “I never read Shakespeare or poetry in those days. (I read very little now.) I never postured in front of mirrors. I wasn’t unhappy or frustrated or any of those modern things, ever. I was best, in school, at such specific subjects as mathematics, history, and technical studies. During vacations my brother, Alec, and I worked on our father’s building projects, and it didn’t worry me for one minute to think that I was handling bricks and timbers instead of grease paint and scripts. I was about as far from the environment, the talk, the ‘feel,’ of an actor as any lad could be.”

  But Walter did have an early and memorable theater experience. The show was to be performed before the congregation of the Beverly Street Baptist Church and Walter was eight years old. When it came his turn to walk onstage, he balked and had to be pushed in front of the audience by his mother, who watched helplessly in the wings as Walter was stricken with such stage fright that he couldn’t utter a word. It would be six years before anyone could persuade him to appear on a stage again.

  His sister Nan boosted his ego when she convinced the musical director of St. Simon’s Episcopal Church that her fourteen-year-old brother would be perfect performing in blackface for their minstrel show. Walter was still bringing home the acts he saw at the variety shows and entertaining his family, but he had strong doubts about playing before an audience of strangers. The musical director agreed to give him a chance to tell some jokes and to sing “My Linda Lee” at St. George’s Hall. He was terrible in rehearsals, as he was for most of his career, but, according to Nan, her brother was the hit of the show and Walter discovered, to his everlasting relief, that instead of being dumbstruck, he was actually inspired by the audience.

  The following week the minstrel show was repeated at an all-men’s affair, called a “smoker” because of the tobacco smoke blown into the air. Walter performed confidently, and when it was over, he remembered taking his gloves from his pocket as he walked home and smelling the smoke. It was a significant, private moment for the teenager. The smell of those smoky gloves made him feel that he was no longer a boy. That night he had become a man.

  * * *

  Walter’s sister Margaret was well on her way to becoming a serious opera singer. She, too, had performed before church groups, and when she turned eighteen a group of Toronto women made her their protégée and put on what was billed as the Margaret Huston Benefit Recital to help pay her way to Paris to study for several years. When she returned, she became a successful concert singer and was interviewed for the newspapers. The women who helped her on her way now accepted her as one of their own and her entrance into Toronto’s High Society interested Walter. He remembered that his older sister had taped a little banner on her mirror that said, “I’m Going to Be a Millionaire.” He decided if his sister could figure so prominently among the rich and snobbish, there was no reason he couldn’t follow her example. He gave serious thought to becoming a singer, too, and spending a few years abroad, returning to the hurrahs of the high and mighty.

  At the turn of the century, when they were sixteen and sophomores in high school, Walter and Archie tried out for a road show called The White Heather starring Rose Coghlan. They were hired to appear at a whopping fifty cents per show. Since the Wednesday matinee conflicted with school, they had to skip classes that day, but that meant they also had to contain their excitement and keep the news from their parents. As John would later write about his father, “From that moment acting became his life.”

  It took courage for Walter to approach his mother to talk with her about quitting school, knowing that his grandmother had been a teacher and how strongly his mother felt about education. But the experience of The White Heather had convinced him that he was not meant to spend another two years in high school. To his surprise, his mother agreed with him. He wasn’t scholarly material, she admitted, but she’d be damned if she’d allow him to romp about with a lowly bunch of gypsy theater people who had to sing for their supper. If he didn’t want to go to school then he’d have to go to work. The choice was his.

  Walter’s first job was as a timekeeper for an asphalt company. It didn’t last. Next he was a clerk in a woolen store, then a clerk in the hardware department of Simpson’s store. There he earned $5 a week and all he could steal, which was easy, since there were no cash registers then. But he hadn’t lost sight of wanting to be an actor, and when he and Archie earned enough money they enrolled in the Shaw School of Acting. They had finally found a school to hold their interest.

  At Shaw’s they appeared in the story of Rigoletto called The Fool’s Revenge and were discovered by a traveling tragedian named Edward d’Oize. D’Oize offered them $15 a week—money he didn’t have—to join his repertory company. The attraction of being part of a company and “seeing the world” was too great an opportunity to turn down. They were seventeen and it was time to make it on their own.

  Without telling their families, Walter and Archie joined up with d’Oize and became members of his road show. Walter made his first professional appearance as an old man of eighty in a play by d’Oize called The Montebank. On the same bill was a play called David Garrick, and Walter played another old man.

  In Garrick, his character, Squire Chivey, was supposed to be drunk in the first scene. Since Walter didn’t know how to act drunk he took his first swig of Scotch whiskey just before the performance and made his entrance genuinely drunk. The audience howled at his behavior onstage and Walter thought inebriation was just the way to approach the role. When the second act came, time had passed and the squire was supposed to be sober. As time moves faster in the imagination than within the human body, Walter could not play his character straight, so Squire Chivey was drunk again in the second act. An actor, Walter discovered, is someone who gives imitations of men who do things and is not a doer himself.

  That first trip with d’Oize was to prove a severe test of his own desires. From Toronto, they traveled south and east, playing to near-empty houses in small theaters, rarely receiving their promised salary, yet having to come up with living expenses. Boardinghouses charged between seventy-five and ninety cents a day, to be paid in advance, since actors were considered, as Walter once put it, “weak, thieving, shiftless, drunken adventurers at best.” It was a hard, dirty, and depressing life where hunger was a constant. Clothes had to be washed by hand but rarely got completely dry. The train rides were long and uncomfortable, the show houses dismal. Walter and Archie came to the same conclusion: They loved it!

  “The old traveling shows made actors,” Walter believed. “More of my illusions were destroyed on that trip with d’Oize than in all the balance of my life combined and still my determination to become an actor was not daunted in the slightest.”

  Not even when, on a bleak December day in Canandaigua, New York, not far from Rochester, the tour came to an end. There was no money to pay any bills and the company’s trunks were confiscated, the actors stranded. For Walter and Archie it was an omen. The time had obviously come for them to pool the $3 they had between them and head for what was to them “Arabia, the peaks of the Himalayas, city of incalculable wonders,” the Big Time: New York. They grasped hands and vowed to succeed.

  They spent sixty cents for two train tickets to Rochester and then roamed the train yard looking for hoboes who could give them advice on how to bum their way to New York City. They opted for the boxcar on a freight train and spent a frozen night huddling together, swearing they’d never do such a foolish thing again. When morning arrived, they discovered they had hopped the wrong train and were in Lyons, forty miles from Rochester! They had to start all over. The next day it snowed, they froze again, but Walter and Archie made it to 125th Street in Manhattan. They figured the worst was now behind them.

  Down to their last forty cents, they splurged it all on a decent breakfast. Then they walked along Broadway, staring at the marquees, dazzled by the very idea that they had actually made it. They told each other, “One of these days . . . soon.”

  With no money to rent a room and no one to call for a loan, Walter and Archie spent their first day in New York walking the streets, looking for temporary work. Walter spotted a sign in a restaurant window and got a job as a waiter. The money he earned enabled him to rent a small single room. Archie sneaked in each night and they shared the narrow bed.

  As New York prepared for Christmas, Walter and Archie realized how miserable they were, away from their families, alone in a foreign city, one of them out of work and the other in a menial job. Their only joy was the theaters, where they hung around whenever they could. And then, one lucky day, Archie was hired for $25 a week to tour in a play called Human Hearts. He left immediately. Walter, while glad for his friend, was now alone in the city.

  Then, two weeks later, Archie came through. He sent his friend $10 and Walter immediately quit his job. At last he could go to auditions, pound the streets, pursue the dream.

  Walter was hired to play a juvenile in a touring company and for the next two months got a chance to act in the small towns of upstate New York. When he got back together with Archie they discovered they had saved $200 between them, enough to go on a spree at Saks and buy the loudest suits they could find, dandify themselves with canes and straw hats, and agree that they could now return to Toronto in style, having “conquered” New York.

  “Where’d you get the money for that fool suit?” his father asked, refusing to believe anyone could earn enough from acting to buy such clothing.

  It was not exactly a triumphant return. Archie heard about a troupe in Detroit and told Walter if it worked out, he would wire him. True to his word, when the lead in a play called In Convict Stripes called for a “big husky fellow, broad-shouldered, football hero type,” Archie told the producer, B. C. Whitney, that he knew just the fellow to fill the bill.

  “Big husky football type,” Walter’s mother scoffed. “Why, you’re skinny as a rail beam.” But since he had his heart set on leaving, his mother helped fatten him up by sewing padding into his jacket and into tights for his legs.

  It was the hottest summer ever recorded in Detroit in 1902 when Walter arrived, wearing a quilted shirt under his padded suit. Archie thought he looked terrific, once he helped his friend pound the lumps in his shirt into what seemed like actual muscles. Walter auditioned for Mr. Whitney and was hired at $30 a week. The play was a one-dimensional melodrama where the mustached villain kidnaps the heroine’s child only to be foiled by the hero.

  In Convict Stripes toured from Detroit to the Far West. When it got to Rising Sun, Ohio, Helen Liese, the five-year-old child Walter rescued each night (who had taken over from Mary Pickford—then known by her real name, Gladys Smith) was replaced by another child, who was making her theater debut. She was known as Baby Niles, but her real name was Lillian Gish.

  In Convict Stripes ended its tour in Toronto and Walter and Archie were then hired by the Toronto Stock Company to appear in various popular melodramas where the heroes were strong and brave, the villains cunning and weak, and the women either wanton or helpless. Acting, as Walter Huston would come to know it, with all its subtleties and shades, didn’t yet exist in the time of these “10-20-30” shows (they cost ten, twenty, or thirty cents). What people came to see were the Star Wars battles of their day, with good triumphing over evil, black downed by white.

  While he honed his talent, Walter was able to strut his stuff before his family and friends, convincing his mother that he was destined to be an actor, although his father still didn’t believe it was a proper job for any son of his. “My mother never tried to prevent me doing what I wanted to do,” Walter would remember. “She gave battle to anyone who tried to get me off that track. In the beginning my father firmly believed I was headed straight for hell, but after a while he became quite used to me as an actor, although his opinion of show business never changed.”

  In the fall, Walter returned to New York, this time without Archie, and took a job in a touring play called The Runaway Match by Mark Swann. It opened in New Jersey and then went west, where Swann ran out of money. Walter suggested to four of the actors who returned as broke as he that they share a room. It had one double bed that they took turns using, three in the bed, two on the floor. None of them had much luck and in November 1902 only Walter had work as an actor: for one night as a soldier extra in Le Cid at the Metropolitan Opera House. It paid $3, but Walter would have done it for nothing since it gave him the opportunity to hear the great Caruso in his second appearance in America. “He had a voice such as I had never heard,” Walter recalled years later, “with a controlled volume that astounded my imagination.”

  Then Walter read for a bit part in the Richard Mansfield production of Julius Caesar at the Herald Square Theatre and was chosen over a hundred other hopefuls. He would receive the staggering, hunger-ending, rent-paying sum of $25 a week to say just four lines each evening.

  Walter tossed all night on the floor, trying to memorize the four lines that would enable him to credit himself with being a Shakespearean actor. He tortured himself with the fear he would forget how to say:

  Prepare you, generals!

  The enemy comes in gallant show;

  Their bloody sign of battle is hung out,

  and something to be done immediately.

  The next day he nervously attended his first rehearsal and managed to speak only the first two lines. The show was to open the following night, but he was told not to worry, to go home early and relax. After all, if he managed two lines in one day, then he only needed to remember two more and he’d have it.

  But acting is a psychological endeavor, and making light of what had now become a serious mental block didn’t help alleviate his fears. For the rest of that day he wasn’t able to eat. Nor could he sleep. He paced the night away, repeating over and over again, “Prepare you, generals! The enemy comes. . . .”

  All the next day, he repeated those lines. And then, as he was dressed in his armor and made up for his big moment, he read those lines as if they were a prayer, hoping beyond hope that repetition would eventually become memory. Finally, he was given the nod. He could barely move. Why, he kept asking himself, did he ever want to be an actor? What masochistic tendency led him to such a terrifying moment?

  “Get out there, kid, you’re on,” someone yelled and his mind went completely blank. If someone had asked him his name he would have been unable to respond. Yet there he was, on the stage at the Herald Square, blinded by the green footlights, his lips unable to part and let the words out. “Faces seemed to swim through the darkness and into the light,” he remembered vividly, the memory of the actor’s nightmare etched permanently into his mind; “eyes, a million pairs of eyes, seemed to be fixed on me and pinning me to misery.”

  From somewhere deep inside, the first line came to him and he shouted it out in awkward triumph, “Prepare you, generals!” He looked up and saw Richard Mansfield, whose face had curled into a nasty snarl, and his mind closed down. No other words would come. “Get the hell out!” he heard Mansfield whisper, but he couldn’t even do that. He was frozen to the spot. His body was so rigid he had to be lifted and carried from the stage, where he was unceremoniously stripped of his armor and clothing and thrown like a sack into the alley behind the theater.

  “There has never been a point so low as that I reached in the alley of the Herald Square Theatre,” he later recalled. “Shame now came to dominate my miseries.”

  His roommates had been in the balcony and witnessed that most ignoble performance and came to retrieve him. They did what friends were supposed to do, making light of what had happened, speaking only of the future. But for Walter, there was no way to excuse what had happened. Whatever his destiny might be, it certainly couldn’t involve the theater, not after tonight. It was his turn to share the bed, his only solace was sleep, which he did—for twenty unconscious and dreamless hours.

  When he finally read the review of the play in the New York Times, he was pleased to note that his own failure had been ignored, but Mansfield’s Brutus was attacked as “a singularly colorless individual, vapid when he is not grotesque.” That didn’t deter him from quitting the theater, but it certainly helped him rationalize that Richard Mansfield caused his breakdown.

  And breakdown it was for the eighteen-year-old Canadian who once thought he’d be following his sister Margaret’s cultural path. She was appearing in concerts and receiving bouquets and standing ovations while he had to live with the memory of being removed from a New York stage during a performance. He would look for a job outside the theater and if he couldn’t find one, he would return to Toronto. It almost didn’t matter, for he had lost his ambition. He was a failure.

  Walking the streets one day, wondering how much longer he could last without a job, he met an old friend from Toronto named George Harmon. They had played hockey together as kids and Harmon had gone on to play professionally for a team in Brooklyn called the Claremont Rink. Harmon said they were looking for a center that season. Walter went to Brooklyn, put on some skates, and was hired to play hockey for $20 a week. He played through the season, regaining his confidence and putting that night at the Herald Square Theatre in proper perspective. Could Richard Mansfield hit a puck past a goalie and into the net? Not likely. And sometimes, when that puck became Mansfield, Walter found himself hitting it extra hard.

  Walter’s return to the theater was gradual. He found he wasn’t ready to audition to act, but he had a need to be around actors, so he got a job as an assistant stage manager for The Bishop’s Move, which starred William H. Thompson. Walter discovered his personal hero in the sixty-five-year-old Thompson, who became fond of him and often invited him into his dressing room where they would talk. Thompson exuded a wisdom and kindness that struck Walter deeply. Later he would credit Thompson with giving him his “whole approach to acting.”

  “He was the first man I ever saw who stimulated in me the desire to be like him,” Walter would say. “He was unlike any actor I had ever known: not petty or selfish; he never tried to hog the stage, never complained about his billing, his dressing room . . .” Thompson gave him the confidence he needed to join a touring company as an actor in a play called The Sign of the Cross.

  As the company traveled through the South and the West, the players began to realize that there was something ill-fated about acting in a play where the character Nero cursed God. Two of the actors who played Nero before Walter joined the troupe had died. Then a third actor became Nero and he died as well. Walter took the part as a temporary replacement and played it cautiously, but when offered the role full time, he declined.

  When the tour reached Missouri, two events occurred that would change his life. The first was news of his father’s death, leaving him with regret that “I never got to know him very well.” The second was meeting “a little girl, full of energy and interested in everything pertaining to the arts,” who didn’t laugh at his red crocheted slippers and who had lived a strange and adventurous life very different from his own.
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  GETTING MARRIED

  ON THE LAST DAY OF THE YEAR 1904 AS THE GATES OF THE St. Louis World’s Fair are being permanently closed, Walter and I stand together in an anti-room of the courthouse before Judge Bobby O’Carroll and say, “YES.”

  They had known each other only a week, although Rhea invoked poetic license to stretch it to a month; they were both lonely, away from friends and family, believing that they could give each other the companionship that was missing in their lives. Each needed someone to talk to, to share dreams with. Rhea was spurred on by her mother’s letter urging her to marry someone she cared nothing for. Walter had been up and down in his life more than he cared to admit, earning very little money, suffering the hardships of the actor’s life at the turn of the century, wanting little more than some honest applause and a woman to wake up to. It may have been foolhardy, but they preferred to call it love.

  It rained on their wedding day. Rhea wore a black veil and a patterned dress that wasn’t quite the way she wanted it. During the brief ceremony I am careful to hold my vanity case in such a manner as to almost hide the defect.

  Water is constantly dripping from one of Walter’s pockets where he tucked his pearl gray spats when he took them off dripping wet. Walter tells me later he could think of nothing but the cold trickle of water that ran down the flesh inside his trouser leg.

  They agreed to keep their marriage a secret and to act formal and circumspect in the hotel so that no suspicion may be aroused until we have formulated some plans for our future. That evening, Walter took her to the theater where he was performing and she sat in the front row waiting to see her husband appear.

  When Walter makes his entrance it is with a collapsed body intended to portray great grief Lace falls from his sleeves over both clenched hands. He lifts his face as he straightens up and seems to be listening to a far-off melody. With a wide flourish he flings a portion of his long cape over one shoulder, as he dramatically strides across the stage. The calves of his stockinged legs bulge with heart-shaped muscles, made, he tells me afterward, by his mother out of padded iron-holders.

  A few days after their secret marriage, the show closed and the company disbanded. Walter and Rhea occupied separate rooms in the hotel and it would be a few weeks before they got to know each other intimately. Rhea worried that the manager of the hotel would disapprove of their hasty wedding and write her mother about it.

  “Getting married makes a fellow feel like he’s done something wrong,” Walter said to Rhea. “I think it would be easier to create something than to destroy.” Rhea, those years in the convent and those lectures of perdition finally behind her, couldn’t have agreed with him more.

  But before they had much of a chance to do any creating on their own, a slick-talking promoter named Ned Nye appeared at their hotel and convinced the manager to invest in a musical called The Man Behind. Walter was offered the juvenile part and Rhea was persuaded to sing in the chorus. The night of the first performance, Rhea peeked through the peephole in the drop curtain and saw no women in the audience. The house is full, full of men. The printer had made a mistake with the poster and had advertised the show as The Man’s Behind. The men had kept their wives and girlfriends at home and come expecting a rowdy good time.

  Once the posters had been reprinted and sent ahead to St. Joseph, The Man Behind tried again. The villain of the show quit and Walter was asked to play both the villain and the juvenile. The script has to be cut and scenes manipulated so that the villain and the juvenile will not appear on the stage at the same time. Walter has no time to memorize new lines but he says he knows the gist of the play and is confident he can improvise well enough to get by.

  According to Walter, he didn’t have two parts to play but six and it resulted in “the only time in my life I ever actually fought with a man.” Writing in a 1933 issue of Picturegoer Weekly, Walter reported, “I had grown pretty careless and cocky. The manager of the company decided to fire me. He wanted to make some changes in the six parts that I had. I went back to my hotel for them. When I arrived back at the theater, I found another young fellow rehearsing my parts!

  “My temper took the grandest ‘zoom’ to the ceiling you ever saw.”

  Walter went backstage to retrieve his trunk. But the manager refused to give it to him until Walter handed over the six parts. So Walter returned to the hotel, told Rhea to go to the train station, and then took a wagon to the theater, where he proceeded to pull the manager off his trunk. When the manager attempted to hit him with his cane, Walter knocked him down the stairs.

  “I ran from the theater, with the manager after me,” Walter recalled. “A train was just leaving town and I boarded it, just in time. The manager arrived at the station as the rear end of the last coach pulled out. I stood at the end of that coach and did a good piece of melodramatic acting as I tore the six parts into small bits and let them drift like movie snow down the tracks toward my one-time boss.

  “I felt fine for the first few miles out of town. I had given a great performance. I had shown that great big so-and-so who I was. But dark came on and with it a sober thought. ‘Now, you fool, what have you really accomplished? You have made a manager angry. He’ll broadcast your conduct everywhere.’”

  When they reached Kansas City, Walter took Rhea to a first-class hotel, reasoning that such establishments didn’t ask for money in advance. And since they barely had enough money for a room in a boardinghouse, Walter figured they might as well enjoy their “honeymoon” in style.

  She wired her father for money and he wrote his mother in Toronto, asking her to send him $25—one of the few times he had asked for money since leaving home. They then enjoyed their stay at the classy hotel—out of work, down on their luck, with time on their hands for romance.

  Knowing that they could not afford the evening ahead of them, they defied their poverty and splurged on dinner at the hotel. We sat in a park-like garden surrounded by artificial rubber trees. Concealed lights play on the spray of a miniature fountain. Before a tastefully laid table I feel self-glorious yet timorous and bold if I so much as lift my eyes from my plate to meet the fond glance of Walter, whose foot stealthfully touches mine. Beneath the cloth my husband reaches and squeezes my knee and I know that he feels as I do.

  Both ate in keen anticipation of what was to follow. Through half-closed lids Walter smiles a smile that denotes tender expectations. Little shivers race through my blood making my cheeks burn. My flesh has a pleasant odor. Death is completely absent from my thoughts. I am filled with the joy of living. I am happy—extremely happy—I have never before, in all my life, been quite so happy. I am glad that I am alive. Glad that I am going to live tonight.

  The following morning the newlyweds received $100 and two train tickets back to St. Louis, compliments of John Gore. Walter’s mother mistakenly sent her contribution to Kansas City, Kansas, not Missouri, which Walter discovered when they got to St. Louis and read the letters that awaited them.

  Walter’s letter was from his sister Margaret, who wasn’t pleased at her brother’s decision to marry without consulting the family. Rhea’s mother, Adelia, was equally upset. “Who is this boy I have never heard of before, that you have married upon a week’s acquaintance? Where and how did you meet him and what pray tell do you know about him?

  “After bringing you into this world and after all I have done for you, the instant my back is turned you do this outlandish thing. The young man may be all right but you should have consulted your mother who knows best, who made all the sacrifices to raise you.

  “So my little girl is married. Well, now that you are a wife let me advise you: It will be very much better if you are not saddled with a baby, at least not for the first year or two.”

  Rhea and Walter properly ignored the castigations and went about the business of finding a one-room apartment and figuring out what to do to earn some money. Faced with the practicalities of daily survival, they both put aside their dreams of writing and acting.

  Living together, getting to know each other, they spent long nights talking about their hopes and fears. Rhea told Walter that the only actual fear she had known was of her father going on another spree. Walter confessed to having a fear of physical pain. “As a little chap going to school,” he told her, “the very idea of getting my body hurt terrified me. Even though I was strong and healthy, I would let a boy half my size cuff me around rather than fight back.”

  Rhea said that she had never given bodily fear a thought. If someone or something angered her, “I’d explode then and there, my anger bursting like a giant firecracker in the midst of other fireworks.” She came to the conclusion that Walter had a more peaceful disposition than she, and told him, “You be careful not to hurt my feelings and I’ll fight for you.”

  Rhea knew the formula for a beauty powder that offered promise, although she would reflect in hindsight, “It is incredible that two green youngsters should undertake without capital to manufacture a commodity of any sort.”

  While Walter considered himself incapable of finding anything outside of the theater that could capture his interest for any period of time, he discovered in his wife “a resourceful, capable woman. In those trying days she was a great help. As unlike me as a person could be, she was shrewd where I was foolish, unhesitating when I faltered, quick of thought in contrast to my slow mental processes.”

  They discussed their plans with a drugstore clerk, who thought the formula for the face powder was fine, although he suggested it might be improved by adding a small quantity of rosemary. They selected a name, Cupid Poudre, took the ingredients back to their apartment, and began to mix their concoction. Walter remembered that the clerk said the rosemary should be heated and, thinking two ounces a small quantity, poured the little bottle into a tin cup and heated it over a gas jet. The tin cup melted. In an instant fire blazes from floor to ceiling. I scream. Walter yells at me to shut up. I step in the Cupid Poudre and the cracked bowl breaks. A white pool of paste spreads over the carpet. Walter yanks the curtains down from their rods and we are smothering out the last of the flame with bedquilts when the landlady bursts into the room.

  It was a scene presaging any of a number of silent film comedies, down to the angry landlady casting out the luckless couple and pitching their belongings through the window and onto the snow-laden street below.

  Undaunted, they found another apartment, bought more ingredients, and created a facial powder that actually seemed to work. At least it had no bad side effects when applied. Once their product was jarred and labeled, Rhea went to see the owners of the Wolf and Wilson Drugstore, who agreed to allow her to demonstrate her Cupid Poudre in their store and sell it on a percentage basis. So, with Rhea selling and Walter at home mixing the powder, filling the jars, and pasting on the labels, their venture began to thrive.

  At the end of the first week I am called to the office and asked for the definite address of my [New York] firm so that the proceeds due them may be forwarded at once. I try to explain that my firm expects all settlements to be made with me direct but they will not listen. I have to wait until it is time to go home, to tell Walter of the predicament we are in.

  The money owed them was $104, which was a significant amount for one week’s sales. But how to get it? Since there was no New York firm they went to a printing company and inquired about ordering letterhead stationery. They couldn’t afford large quantities, but the printers usually would make a few samples on different qualities of paper; they decided that would suffice for their purposes. The strategy worked: Samples of the fictitious New York letterhead were delivered to them. By the time their letter was written, authorizing all money to be paid to Rhea Huston directly, their earnings were up to $250. The envelope had to bear a New York postmark, so they sent it to Walter’s old friend Archie, who was then managing a small hotel in New York. He received their forged business letter and sent it on to Wolf and Wilson.

  Several weeks pass. Besides paying up all our bills and buying new clothes, we have what we call a hunk of money. But Walter is still stagestruck and wants to go to New York. I earnestly believe it unwise to cast aside something definitely good for an uncertainty.

  Finally we agree that the smart thing to do is for him to take what money we have and go on to New York and for me to earn more money. It is understood that I am to join him as soon as he is established.

  It was an especially sad time for Rhea, who soon discovered how much she missed her husband. And she had gotten pregnant, only she didn’t know it. She thought her lack of appetite, weakened knees, and spells of nausea were symptoms of separation; what she was experiencing was morning sickness. Then, to add to her problems, she caught a heavy cold and got laryngitis. Pains chase one another through my body. An invisible tight band about my head grows tighter causing me to want my mother more than anything else in the world. I send her a message saying on what train to expect me.
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