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Remarkable challenges have made you a remarkable man.
To my son Ashley, who has made me proud.
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CHAPTER ONE
Desperate Times Demand Desperate Measures

My life was a train wreck.

I had torn the rotator cuffs in my shoulders. This was a result of years of rehearsing for movies like Zorro, the Gay Blade, where twelve hours of fencing lessons one day, followed by twelve hours of bullwhip practice the next, had caused my shoulders to be stuck in the ten o’clock and two o’clock positions, in a sort of hideous, contorted version of Al Jolson in Mammy.

To make matters worse, I had blown out my knee in the Broadway musical Chicago when the young actress playing the dummy to my ventriloquist became too energetic and bounced so hard on my knee that I felt my right joint explode on the spot. The doctor later confirmed that part of the cartilage had shredded, making it temporarily impossible for me to walk. So much for the old razzle-dazzle. Even worse, not long afterward, in a bad parody of Errol Flynn in Captain Blood, I had broken four ribs jumping aboard a friend’s yacht. Plus, there was the little matter of my balance problem . . .

And that was the good news.

In the midst of my assorted agonies, my agent called me up. He seemed to call me only when three little old ladies in a nursing home needed entertainment. But this time, opportunity, bigtime, he said, was pounding at my hospital door. My agent’s chance of a lifetime was for me to be a contestant on Dancing with the Stars, the reality dance-off show pairing celebrities with professional dancers, recently imported from England by ABC. In its first season, in the summer of 2005, Dancing had been the number one show in the country, with more than fifteen million viewers.

My first response at hearing the offer was to laugh so hard that I nearly broke another rib. Well . . . well? the agent pressed me. Wasn’t I thrilled Wasn’t I interested?

Sure, I thought. If we can find a dance where seizing up, screaming in pain, and dropping to my one decent knee was part of the routine.

“It’s a great career move,” the agent said, falling back on the ultimate showbiz cliché.

“The Bataan Death March had a better chance of having a happy outcome,” I replied.

“Millions of people will be watching,” he said, giving me the hard sell.

“That could be a problem,” I replied.

The agent sold and sold, puffing about how big the show had been in the UK and now here. What stars had been on the first season I asked. He hemmed and hawed. Evander Holyfield, he said. The boxer. The champ. The guy whose ear Mike Tyson bit off. Trista Sutter. Who was that I asked. Big star of The Bachelor reality show. Huge, he said. A star Stars were different when I first started in the game. Who else Kelly Monaco, the season’s winner. Major soap opera star, major Play-boy model. Who else? Rachel Hunter.

Rachel Hunter Now, he was talking. Rachel, the supermodel, had been married to Rod Stewart, just like my ex, Alana, the supermodel. Rod and I, who on the surface seemed to have nothing in common, did share a seemingly identical taste in women. Before Alana, we had both been involved with Swedish bombshell Britt Ekland, and after Alana, we both dated the beauty Liz Treadwell. At least I always came first. In any event, in my Six Degrees of Rod Stewart game, the mention of Rachel Hunter made me feel that perhaps destiny was at work here.

“Good career move?” I sought the agent’s assurance. It would be huge exposure, I mused. It was better than having folks continue to confuse me with Warren Beatty or, worse, forget me altogether. I had begun to get those people coming up to me and saying, “I know you. I know you.”

And I would prod, “George Hamilton?”

“No, no, not him,” they would reply. “What show’d you play on?” they would continue.

After I had rolled off half a dozen titles or so, they still had a blank look. Somehow the excitement disappeared when I had to give them clues.

At this point, I think it’s important you know something about me. I have never been good at planning. You might say I hate plans. They take all the fun out of living. In my family, we liked to do the dumbest thing possible just to lessen the chances for success, and then work our way out of it. What is life without challenges That’s how we lived. So Dancing with the Stars was really no leap of faith. I knew I would heal. I knew I could pull it off. I didn’t know exactly how right then, but I knew I could do it. “God watches after us,” my mother had always assured us, and I believe that, too.

So I limped, hobbled, and dragged my disapproving body onto a plane and made my way from Florida, where I was recuperating, to Los Angeles—to Studio 46 in CBS Television City in Hollywood, with rehearsals already under way for a show that still had a few bugs to work out.

It was a scene of only slightly organized chaos. The costume designer was showing off sequin-bedecked numbers to doubting executives, while makeup artists were practicing their art on their reluctant celebrity captives. In the midst of all this, the network people were quarreling over musical arrangements. I could see they were all as ill prepared for what lay ahead as I was, and somehow this was consoling.

I met the other stars, my rivals for the mirror-ball trophy they gave the winner after eight weeks of dips and splits and twirls and whirls. There was no money involved, but stars were supposedly way beyond money. Publicity would be its own reward. This being network television, there was someone for every demographic, all here meeting and greeting, smiling, and trying to get a handle on one another: Oscar winner Tatum O’Neal; football legend Jerry Rice; Bond girl Tia Carrere; Melrose Place stunner Lisa Rinna; sports anchor Kenny Mayne; news anchor Giselle Fernandez; rapper Master P; singer Drew Lachey; wrestler Stacy Keibler; and yours truly. I guess I was there to cater to the geezer demographic. At sixty-six, I was the oldest contestant by way too many decades. At my age, I wondered, shouldn’t I have been at the Kennedy Center getting a medal instead of making a fool out of myself? Who did I think I was, a poster boy for AARP On the other hand, it made me feel so young, while the Kennedy Center would make me feel like I was out to pasture.

One island of sanity in this sea of confusion was the host of the show, Tom Bergeron, the exhost of Hollywood Squares. Ably assisted by cohost and E! reporter Samantha Harris, Tom was enormously capable and very funny. No one was better with a one-liner. He could always find something witty to say to cover someone’s flub or to smooth out an embarrassing moment. This easy gift of his proved valuable time after time during the show.

My assigned partner was soon introduced to me. Her name was Edyta Sliwinska (pronounced EH-di-tuh), and she was so striking that I knew the only way I could upset this woman would be if I got between her and her mirror. For all her ravishing beauty, Edyta still in-spired confidence. After all, she had been partnered with Evander Holyfield the previous season and had stayed in the ring with him. She was tall and powerful. From the moment I met her I knew that I was in good hands. “Not to worry, little prince . . .” she fired off in an intoxicating Polish accent. While she had the sinuous body of a showgirl, she had the rock-solid personality of an ironworker. I quickly made a two-hour film in my head featuring Edyta driving a team of mules across the Polish countryside, while fighting off invading Mongol warriors, then—and only then—taking time to self-deliver her baby in the field.

For every complaint I had about my diminished performance capabilities, Edyta had a ready answer. “Because of my broken ribs, I have a little dip and twirl problem,” I malingered.

“I can dip and twirl myself, no one will ever know the difference,” she assured me with only the slightest touch of narcissism. Finally, a woman who’s a self-starter! This was heaven. Mom was right. God is truly good.

For such a blockbuster, I was a little surprised by the show’s skimpy operating budget. I guess I had been spoiled by my Hollywood studio days, when the red carpet was rolled out everywhere you turned. This was going to be strictly tourist class. No champagne and caviar on this trip—only the ubiquitous bottle of Evian water—if you were lucky enough to be tossed one.

Little did I know that the first part of the competition would be vying with other contestants for a rehearsal hall. Naturally, some halls were better than others. One had a leaky roof, another had been recently refitted and still had wet varnish on the floor, and most of them smelled like a Gold’s Gym. They all seemed to have one feature in common: a wall of fame sporting framed eight-by-ten glossies of everyone from long-forgotten movie hoofers to the hottest new boy bands to the latest hip-hop gangstas. They were a visual reminder of how fleeting fame can be.

From one day to the next, we never knew where we were going, since these halls were rented for only a few hours each day. On more than one occasion we had to wind up our session quickly to make way for an incoming children’s ballet class or the like. Eventually, the Arthur Murray Dance Studio in Beverly Hills came to my rescue by offering up their state-of-the-art facility. Did I mention that things have a way of working out for me?

The competitiveness in me was ratcheted up a notch when I spotted some of my competition. The clear favorite in my eyes was Drew Lachey, from the boy band 98 Degrees, which apparently did a lot of fancy Chuck Berry–ish moves. Plus, Drew had starred on Broadway in the musical Rent. Yeah, I starred in Chicago, but it cost me a knee. Drew was the brother and bandmate of Nick Lachey—the then husband of Jessica Simpson and half of the Robert Wagner and Natalie Wood of modern Hollywood coupledom. In short, Drew was big man on campus here in Television City. He ambled over to greet me. He had the tight, confident walk of a bulldog, with all the same assurance. Teamed up in the competition with a ravishing Filipino/Irish/Russian dancer named Cheryl Burke, he was thirty-seven years younger than I was, incredibly agile, with ripped muscles. I could barely believe it when in rehearsal he leaped catlike high above his partner’s head and landed on both knees, skidding to a halt with a perfect smile on his face. I could only imagine the collateral damage I would cause if I tried a stunt like that. I needed a plan.

Of course, I knew the rudiments of dance. The deRhams’ society-dancing class in New York City where Mom had enrolled me, kicking and screaming, had taught me something. “Now, gentlemen,” the elderly owner Willie deRham would intone in his bored voice, “grasp your young lady’s right hand in your left hand and then close your hand as if you were wrapping it around a rose petal.

“No, no, Mr. Hamilton, your posture is all wrong. Hold your partner firmly. Lift your arms. Higher. Higher!” Instantly furious at me for not being able to capture the picture-perfect position he held in his mind, he decided I should instead dance with a piece of furniture. “I do not believe you are ready yet to dance with a young lady. So for the rest of your lesson your partner will be that chair.” He pointed to a folding chair in the corner.

“Pick it up, Mr. Hamilton, now one . . . two . . . three . . . one . . . two . . . three . . . step, step, step . . . if you do this well, I may let you dance with a shotgun.”

Years later, when I was a young man in Florida, one of my first jobs was giving lessons in a Palm Beach dance school. Before you think I somehow had an unfair advantage over the other candidates for the job, you should know that I survived in this brief employment only by staying one step ahead (literally) of my students. You see, I didn’t really need to know how to dance. All I had to do was learn a new step each day and then teach it to my clients.

Each morning the head salesman/instructor would come in and remind us of our duties. “Remember, instructors,” he would say, “these are married women, unmarried women, lonely women, desperate women, and mainly widows with lots of money with nowhere to go.” Then he went on to explain that their idea of a social life was for all thirty couples from the school to go out together once a week, have a little veal piccata and a light wine, and then to start off with the same dance step in the same direction on the same downbeat. It was hideous.

“Now, Mr. Hamilton, today you will have Mrs. Bluestein, Mrs. Goldman, Mrs. Kelly, and Mrs. Coronio. Let me caution you, Mr. Hamilton, Mrs. Coronio is handicapped, so she will be in a wheelchair. Your job will be, on beat, to spin her wheelchair in the direction she wants to go. She will have the same feeling as if she were dancing, that’s all she expects.” Later, I did my best to accommodate by urging Mrs. Coronio to “put a little more snap in your wheelchair.”

Also, during the lessons, we were advised to wear our watches with the face on the inside of our wrist so that near the close of our hour we could sneak a look at it and say, “Oh, I’m so sorry, our time is about up. But if you were a lifetime member of our school, you wouldn’t have to worry about time; you could dance for as long as you like.” That’s the way we sold lifetime memberships. But now I had much bigger problems than pitching lifetime memberships to willing widows. This time I had to really learn to dance and do it pronto.

The other theoretical leg up this geezer had was that my father had been a bandleader in the Benny Goodman/Tommy Dorsey era. I may not have known the dances, but I did know the music, from “Begin the Beguine” to “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” Of course this was all useless now. The dance music they used on the show sounded straight from American Idol, and I had never heard any of it. To me, their jazzed-up versions barely resembled the classic dances they were supposed to accompany. I wanted music that could go with a more traditional foxtrot, tango, or cha-cha. I pleaded uncoolness, and my humility paid off; the producers allowed me to dispense with certain numbers they had picked for me in favor of a few of my own selections. Musical director Harold Wheeler went along.

Each day, Edyta and I would meet in the rehearsal hall to plan, and eventually execute, the great dance resurrection of yours truly. And each day Edyta would arrive right on schedule, wearing her usual warmups. It was what was underneath that was always a pleasant surprise. As the rehearsals progressed she wore less and less. Always the romantic—and in hopes I could charm her out of rehearsing for a couple of hours—I would stop off at the bakery on my way and pick up a lavish pastry. Anything to delay having to dance! Couldn’t I just talk, or simply stand there and be adored? I quickly learned that thanks to her unbelievable metabolism and the incredible number of hours she spent dancing each day, Edyta could literally eat a horse (preferably a Polish Arabian) and not gain an ounce. My daily food delivery then burgeoned into huge potato dishes and whole loaves of bread, even a giant Polish sausage. You may think I was trying to seduce her. Actually, subconsciously I was probably hoping she would get too obese to dance and I could get out of the whole damn thing.

Soon, miraculously soon, Edyta began to deliver on her promise to make me look good despite my infirmities. She specialized in teaching dance to children. Even if this big old baby was not made to order for her skills, I was a prime candidate for her second specialty: camouflage. All I would have to do is move my arm to the side and Edyta would twirl like a dervish in any direction I wanted her to. She could also bend over backward and raise herself back up without help. If I simply placed my hand behind her back, it looked as if I was doing all the heavy lifting. Maybe there really was a way to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, I began to believe. For fellow narcissists, this was like having great sex without messing up your hair.

Yet for all my emerging confidence, my mind kept planning escapes from the day of retribution that lay ahead. Some well-timed ipecac could make me imitate all the symptoms of a pandemic flu. That bay window in the rehearsal hall looked good—maybe if I ran crashing through it and somehow managed to survive, they would take pity on me and let me go. Or perhaps I could drive into a center divider and do sufficient injury to myself to escape the whole ordeal . . . I could see the headlines now: “George Hamilton, Oldest Contestant, Favored to Win ‘Dancing with the Stars,’ Dies of Punctured Lung from Broken Ribs Sustained While En Route to Big Win.”

The Hamilton mind was at its best planning getaways—especially when faced with the prospect of humiliating yourself in front of an anticipated 25 million people in prime time (eight P.M. eastern time, seven central). Saddam Hussein, hiding in a hole in Iraq, wouldn’t take those odds. Sometimes when you place your fate in the hands of destiny and your spirit calls, “Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; / or close the wall up with our English dead” (whatever that means), the god of wild abandon takes over. You totally let go and say, “What am I worried about? Forget about it. If everything goes south, I can always move to a small country (of twenty-five million or less) where they will never find me.” Once you pass that point, a sudden sense of relief sweeps over you that resembles what the condemned prisoner must feel when he utters his final words: “Let’s just get this over with.” Then, and only then, do you experience real freedom from fear and get ready for the wild ride and out-of-body experience that lies ahead.

Another point you should know is that I’ve never been good at rehearsal. In my book, there’s no substitute for the real thing. If I’m going to do something, I’m going to do it once and I’m going to do it right the first time. Evel Knievel taught me this lesson: If you’re going to be a daredevil, don’t practice too much. It’s too dangerous.

Nevertheless, I did my best. Weeks of rehearsal, aided by my chiropractor and a sadistic sports doctor who made me do squats and lifts to strengthen my knee, sharpened my performance. But I never kidded myself. Drew Lachey, the boy-band icon who had far greater dancing skills than I could dream of, was going to win this—no question. All I wanted was not to be kicked off after my first dance.

Finally, in chilly January 2006, came the moment I had dreaded for so long, the moment of truth . . . or consequences. Edyta and I were number three in the lineup. You could hear the furious roar of hair dryers in the makeup room. Voices began to sound nervous while some contestants tried to feign nonchalance. “Oh yeah, I’m ready,” Jerry Rice mentioned casually. “Sure, no sweat. I hurt a little bit, but I iced it.” I could imagine him making that same statement at the beginning of a hundred pro foot-ball games where he was asked to play through the pain.

In quick order I’m called into the makeup room, where I go over and over my routine in my head. My chiropractor arrives to do a quick neck adjustment. I don all the accoutrements necessary to shore up my knee (leg brace, orthotics, support hose). For a moment I feel like a geriatric gladiator preparing to enter the arena. The finishing touches . . . well, maybe I could use another sip or two of Red Bull and a quick double shooter from Starbucks. Yes, that’s better. That’ll level the playing field with these twenty-year-olds. I’m ready. As I leave the makeup room, Randall, the costume designer, is rushing handkerchiefs to the female dancers, a few of whom are receiving the full-body-makeup treatment. If only I could linger a little. Too bad I have such a pressing appointment.

Then comes the announcement that we are going live in twenty-eight seconds. “What? What? is that?” More Red Bull. A little face powder. Where’s Edyta There she is, completely ready and not a hair out of place. “And now, ladies and gentlemen . . . Mr. George Hamilton and his partner, Edyta Sliwinska dancing the chacha.” The music starts. Edyta smiles at me and grabs my hand, and I start down the stairs with her, trying to summon all the spring of Fred Astaire in his prime. When I feel the warmth of the lights, I flash the smile I had learned to use to cover all my fears. Adrenaline, testosterone, whatever it is, begins kicking in, and I remember thinking to myself that no matter how bad I am, they can’t kill me. I can barely hear the opening music for the drumbeat of excitement booming in my ears. Suddenly things are working that haven’t worked before. My legs move with surprising assurance. My arms come up, no problem. I even manage to trail my arm behind me in that effete fashion the judges so favor. The dance that I expected to last an eternity was over in a flash. Last chacha in Hollywood Maybe not.

The three judges were unexpectedly generous. “Geooorge! The master showman . . . so smooth, so debonair . . .” Bruno Tonioli effused. The Ferrara-born Bruno had been an Elton John video dancer and a judge on the British version of the show. Len Goodman, who ran a ballroom-dancing school in Kent, had also been a judge on the British show. Len was equally encouraging, though he cautioned that I should watch the frame; that was what dancing was all about. Carrie Ann Inaba, a Hawaiian singer and backup dancer who attended Barack Obama’s prep school in Honolulu, almost seemed to be flirting with me. In the end, however, she confirmed Len’s criticism, and gave me a 7 (out of 10) to Bruno’s and Len’s 8s. It stung, being judged like that by the woman who played Fook Yu in Austin Powers in Goldmember. But, in the end, 23 was a pretty great score for a big faker like me.

Somehow, though, I felt that I looked a little plastic dancing with Edyta. No matter how clever we were with our moves, it was still pretty transparent that she was practically dancing her way into a coma while I was finishing without breaking a sweat. It was a cheat and everyone would know it. So I went into full damage control. Partly to come clean and partly to enlist sympathy, I told the world on camera in the interdance interview sequence that I was struggling against my various physical challenges.

Off camera, I told Edyta that the rules were about to change. I was never going to outperform the better dancers with my footwork. I would have to dazzle them with my showmanship. So from then on, I crafted an approximately two-minute mini–motion picture for every dance number we were in. Borrow from the great Fred Astaire? Don’t mind if I do. A touch of Cary Grant That’s okay with me. How about a dash of Gene Kelly Bruno, the effusive judge, called me the ultimate showman . . . the great trickster. Whatever it was, whomever I lifted from, the ends justified the means. As each week went by, others were voted off, but I remained in the race. Seabiscuit was rounding the first lap and then the second and the third . . . the finish line was still far off, but if I didn’t break down or throw a shoe, there was a chance, albeit a tiny one.

It was about this time that I met one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen, and I’ve seen a few. Stacy Keibler was a wellknown lady wrestler who exploded the old stereotype to smithereens. Stacy was no fuzzy-lipped behemoth gladiator but a swan, a ballet dancer, a statuesque modern goddess with forty-two-inch legs, the greatest I had witnessed since I had costarred with Cyd Charisse back in the Pleistocene era. Judge Bruno called Stacy “a weapon of mass seduction.” The first time I saw her lift one of her gorgeous gams above her partner’s shoulder, the whole objective of my involvement in Dancing with the Stars shifted. It was as if the world had done a sudden bounce in its orbit, blowing houses and factories off their foundations. From then on I didn’t care if I won or even showed well. All I wanted was Stacy.

It didn’t hurt that at the time I met her, to save my failing knee, the chiropractor had suggested I see a doctor about getting steroids—you know, the performance-enhancing drugs that have damaged so many famous athletes’ careers. This I did, and, aided by DEPO Testosterone (aka ’roids), I felt like a twenty-year-old again. Snorting, flaring my nostrils, and pawing the ground, I was ready for action. The tight bodies and skimpy costumes of the female dancers began to work a new magic on me. It was as if my evil twin, Mr. Hyde, had taken over my body. I even imagined myself jealous of Stacy’s dance partner, the happily married Tony Dovolani, when he had his arms around her.

As I began flirting outrageously with this gorgeous swan, the audience, whose call-in votes were as crucial to winning as the judges’ scores, became more and more involved in my joke. They loved it when I convinced a local Beverly Hills jeweler, Yossi, to lend me a seventeen-carat diamond ring and I slipped it temptingly on Stacy’s finger during her interview. I told her it was the Hamilton diamond and that it came with a curse, Mr. Hamilton. I enjoyed the hopeless pursuit, but I’m not sure Stacy’s young actor boyfriend found the whole thing very amusing. Thank goodness he wasn’t a wrestler, too.

This new diversion, obsession, or whatever it was, was, in the end, no real help to my original, nonamorous goal of staying on the show. Poor Edyta, who had done everything but carry me onstage, was now paying the price for teaming up with me. We quickly sank to one of the two couples eligible for elimination each week. There at the bottom, I found fellowship with Master P, a hip-hop star whose son, Lil’ Romeo, had originally been scheduled to appear on the show but had dropped out, leaving Big Daddy to step up and in. Master P refused to rehearse at all and would wing it each performance, often with disastrous results. I loved the guy, the way misery loves company.

Commenting on his total scores, which ran from 8 to 14, he told me, “Aw, George, I don’t care. I’m going home to my fifteen-million-dollar crib. How many people here you think have a fifteen-million-dollar crib?” On his weekly postdance interview, Master P rationalized poor performance by saying that it was all about his doing it for his “hood.” I picked up on that and when I had my interview, I chimed in that I was also doing it for my hoods: Palm Beach and Beverly Hills. Master P quickly confirmed, “Me and George are doing it for our hoods.” I was down with my homey. We became the best of buddies.

Eventually, though, no matter how Edyta propped me up, and no matter how many rabbits I pulled out of the hat, Edyta and I were eliminated from the contest. We had lasted a very respectable six weeks and placed fifth out of the ten original contestants. Not bad for a bandaged, kneecapped, and distractedly lecherous geezer. I can’t say I was sorry. A montage of memories flashed across my mind, like the time the seamstress insisted I have butt pads sewn into my costume to add some booty, the way Lisa Rinna became obsessed with dancing and pulled her whole family in, and how Tatum O’Neal parlayed the show into a job on Entertainment Tonight. Edyta ended up marrying her dancer boyfriend, and Stacy never gave me more than an air kiss. So much for the supposedly irresistible charms of the aging roué. Sure, the Marlon Brando character in me from On the Waterfront would continue to bemoan that “I could’ve been a contender.” This applied equally to Dancing with the Stars as to Stacy Keibler.

But thanks to the magic of testosterone, I had my summer of 1956 once more. My aches and pains vanished. I could be as age-inappropriate as Mick Jagger and get away with it. It was exhausting, but, jeez, it was great to be young again, to beat the clock, even if it was for only a few weeks. And better yet, I had spawned a whole set of younger fans, including cabdrivers, truck drivers, and students who now appreciated this rediscovered silver fox. They would shoot me the thumbs-up sign wherever I went. This happened for weeks, months after I left the show. Sometimes everybody would applaud when I entered a restaurant.

Performance snobs might say it was a little tacky, yet by risking everything I had learned a lot about myself . . . and I liked it. Funny how you can meet yourself in the damnedest places. The following year I heard that judge Len Goodman had told Jerry Springer he was no George Hamilton. As Master P would say, “Yo, dog, I’m down with that.”





CHAPTER TWO
Lovely While It Lasted

Despite what Louis B. Mayer may have thought, movie stars are born as well as made. For you to understand me, and for me to try to understand myself, if that’s ever possible, it’s important to know where I was born and what I was born into. The where was the small Southern town of Blytheville, Arkansas, which was as un-Hollywood a place as exists and serves to show that I’ve come a long way, baby.

My mother, Anne (aka “Teeny,” a name I’ll explain shortly), was incredibly beautiful, a real charmer, the ultimate Southern belle, irresistible to men, and able to pull rabbits out of hats. Her motto should have been: There’s nothing incredible about miracles. She was a Virgo, organized and precise. For instance, she had an idealized picture in her mind of what a man should look like and was very particular about his dress, big on shoes and socks. If a man had the wrong shoes, strikes one, two, three—he was outta there. By the time I was born in 1939, Mom had scratched more men off her list than a major league baseball talent scout.

Then there was Bill, my half brother from Mom’s first marriage to a Wall Streeter named Bill Potter in New York. Nine years older than I, Bill was the evil genius in our family, handsome as a god, clever as hell, talented, a born leader, our surrogate father when the real one wasn’t there. But Bill was by no means your standard Father Knows Best sort of guy. Bill’s idea of a fun kids’ game was for him and his best friend to dress up in my mom’s clothes, complete with heels and purse, and stand on the hassock in our living room pretending to be proper ladies waiting for the bus. The hassock was supposed to be the curb. When the pretend bus would arrive, they’d jump down with a lot of girlish woohoos and act out bustling aboard. Bill wanted me to come along and play the role of their kid. I told him I had a pressing engagement elsewhere.

Bill’s boyhood obsession was the blond bombshell Betty Grable (of World War II pinup fame). You might think he had a crush on her. Wrong. He wanted to be her. He liked to compare his own legs with hers, which had been insured by Lloyds of London for a cool million dollars. (My mother had great gams, too.) Even before the “waiting for the bus” episode, I got the idea that Bill had some sexual identity issues when I stumbled onto a trunk full of dolls that he kept in the attic. The Davy Crockett and Charlie McCarthy dolls were okay, but I had difficulty coming to grips with the girl dolls with blond hair and wearing skirts. There were dozens of them. Jeez, I thought, he plays army with some pretty weird soldiers.

Then there was my brother David, thirteen months younger than I. I think they call that being Irish twins. But we were worlds apart in every way. I plunged into life and David tiptoed. But we worked well together in most matters. I just had to watch out for his terrible temper. When he was little, Mom slapped him across the face right in the middle of one of his tantrums. They might call that child abuse today, but I believe it did some good. It shocked him so much that he stopped ranting and raving and never went that berserk gain. David had this annoying way of pointing out the risks in everything we were doing. “Solutions, David, solutions,” we told him. “We know what we’re doing isn’t smart.” David probably should have been an actuary. He’d point out the dangers; we’d ignore them.

There was our father, George William Hamilton. New Englander. Son of the American Revolution. Dartmouth man. A Yankee stranger in a strange Southern land. Though a lot of issues came between us, not the least of which was Mom and Dad’s divorce, I loved the guy. He was a dad from the old school—you were often afraid he’d punch your lights out. Under a hide that was tough as nails was even more hide that was tougher than nails. But as I said, I loved him.

Dad’s great curse was that of having been a genuine “star” in the music business, leading a nationally famous orchestra, major compositions to his credit (“Betty Coed,” “Wild Honey”), one of the founding members of ASCAP, brushes with radio and movie success. Mom had met him in Memphis in 1938, when he and his group, Spike Hamilton and his Barbary Coast Orchestra, were headlining at the Plantation Roof of the Peabody Hotel. That was as glamorous as it got in the big band days when bandleaders were the rock stars. Then the war came along, and instead of walking into another plum starring role as a military officer heading off to battle the Hun, he was rejected. Not by the studios but by the army. He was too old to serve.

A footnote about Dad. Mom was a dyed-in-the-wool romantic, with a totally idealized notion of what a man should be. I sincerely believe that if Dad had been successful in enlisting, and had headed off to war in the snappy uniform of the Army Air Corps (precursor of the Air Force), Mom would have adored him, they would never have divorced, and she would have been faithful to him until the day she died. But that’s where the script and reality part company.

There was Grandfather Stevens, Dr. C. C. Stevens. We kids called him “Docky,” for Doctor. He was one of two physicians in Blytheville. He was fun, he could play twenty different choruses of “Froggy Went a Courtin’?” on the piano, and he was one of the two most stable people I ever had the privilege of knowing. The other was his wife, our grandmother, Mildred Hubbard Stevens (called “Big”; Teeny was her “little girl”), who had aristocratic roots that wound back through the blue-grass of Kentucky to the tobacco fields of Virginia and to the titled nobility of Merry Old England. Southerners are big on genealogy, and Big had the right stuff.

Big also had a monopoly on power in the Stevens family. She and her well-placed brothers, Uncles George, Tom, Luther, and John, had accumulated a tidy little sum in business, all in our hometown. Big and Uncle George even owned the office building that housed the Sealtest Ice Cream Company. To us that was like owning the Empire State Building, with milk shakes thrown in. Big had all this money at her disposal and didn’t have to answer to anyone in its dispensation. She used a lot of it spoiling Teeny, who got from Big just about everything she ever wanted.

Big and our dad, with their equally powerful personalities, were bound to lock horns, South versus North, our own family’s Civil War. As the matriarch, Big felt it was her basic right to interfere with Teeny’s marriage, while Dad, macho as he was, was used to having his own way. Teeny was right in the middle, and it was often like Friday Night Fights, with us kids cringing at ringside. Weighing only about ninety-eight pounds and slim as a reed, plus suffering from the early stages of tuber-culosis, my grandmother was nevertheless a formidable opponent. Dad needed brass knuckles, and then some, to tangle with her.

I can’t leave out Matilda, our cook, Mizz Five-by-Five, a name given her by bandleader Glenn Miller when he visited us. She was as wide as she was tall. Boy, could she cook, especially fried chicken and biscuits and sweet peach pie. She lived in a little house on the back of our property. She ruled David and me, but with plenty of patience, kindness, and love. Tildy could have worked only for a doctor, I suspect, because she had a nasty habit of getting into fistfights with the skinny little men she chose for boyfriends. If her swing didn’t accomplish what she wanted, she kept a razor in her shoe to close the deal. That’s when Tildy called in her employer, Dr. Stevens, for a little sewing practice. Between Teeny, Big, and Tildy, I got used to being around powerful women. In later life, as you will see, I couldn’t settle for less.

Oh, yes, there’s another member of the family I almost forgot to mention: me. I may have become a movie star, but in our little MGM by the Mississippi River, I was at best a supporting player in my family of stars. I guess I had the desire to star, or at least make a play for attention, for my role here seemed to be to keep everybody stirred up. I was incredibly imaginative, very restless, and not afraid of much. These were all good qualities for an actor and future man of the world, but they weren’t that great in a family that, when not out adventuring or fighting with one another, just wanted a little peace.

Now that you’ve met the family, let me tell you a little bit about Blytheville. Picture, if you will, an absolutely dead-flat vista, no hills, no mountains, no nothing, only miles and miles of rich, fertile land, the product of eons of flooding by the ever-widening and shrinking Mississippi River. This was the Cotton Kingdom: Mississippi, Louisiana, Tennessee, Arkansas, the states that possessed this most productive soil. Now picture in the center of all this lush acreage an incredibly small hamlet with one main street and about four other parallel streets, and that’s all. You can add a few dozen homes and a handful of commercial buildings—movie theaters, a drugstore, a hospital, the usual. There were nice some Victorian houses, but despite all the cotton fields, this isn’t grand plantation country. The big houses, the antebellum dynasties, were elsewhere along Ol’ Man River. Blytheville was for the most part “just folks.”

I was born on the eve of World War II. In Blytheville, adventure until then was defined as going for a soda at the fountain of Rothrock drugstore or taking in a double feature at one of the three movie the-aters in town (Ritz, Roxy, Chickasawba). That all changed the day squadrons of bombers appeared in our skies, headed for a landing at the new Army Air Corps base a few miles away. It was 1942, and it was an invasion almost as tumultuous as when Union soldiers descended to reconstruct a rebellious South. This was an invasion of another kind, an invasion of youth, excitement, and new ideas, supported by a remarkable patriotic fervor the likes of which our country has never known since. Caught up in war spirit, Docky, Big, and Teeny generously offered to billet several officers from the base in the upstairs bedrooms of our ample home. These sharply dressed young aviators—majors, captains, and the like—were the pilots and bombardiers who had been aboard the squadrons of B17s our family had marveled at coming in a few days earlier. We obediently surrendered our comfortable bedrooms and moved out onto the summer porch.

Mom’s plan was that we would live with her parents temporarily while Dad finished up what he had to do in New York and rejoined us. We would then find our own place, so the inconvenience would be only temporary. There was a daily cheerful hubbub all around us and the clear sense of a noble cause. These airmen were receiving final training at Blytheville air base before being sent on to England to begin flying missions over occupied France. It was their last few weeks to sample the joys of being alive. In less than six months, most of them would be dead, shot out of the skies by Nazi antiaircraft guns or the agile Messerschmitt fighter planes that swarmed the slower-moving bombers. Such was the terrible attrition on air crews in the early stages of World War II.

Dad eventually rejoined us, but there had been enough time for Teeny to explore a number of romantic flirtations with the dashing boys who daily graced her presence. Mom, the eternal yet discreet romantic, tucked away her girlish notions in neatly tied packets of love letters she stored in the attic. I regret that I missed the opportunity to sneak a peek at those letters to see if any of them came from one of the officers billeted in my grandparents’ home. Much later in life I asked Mom if any of her flirtations had been transformed into actual affairs, but she only giggled and never provided a satisfactory answer. Was I jealous? I don’t think so. I had Big and Tildy to look after me. There was plenty of love to go around.

Contrast this wartime romance with the dismally drab reality of married life for Mom and Dad. Having been turned down by every branch of the service, Dad had eventually faced reality and returned to Mom and her hometown to take a job at the air base doing war work. Used to being a highly successful bandleader, a “star” with his own unique musical sound and his own radio show to boot, he was now a prosaic purchasing agent. Instead of living in well-appointed hotel suites where they could order room service, Mom and Dad now lived in a simple two-bedroom residence we called the Gray House where Mom did the cooking. Or tried to cook. Big, out of compassion, often sent over Tildy—head scarf, apron, and all—to prepare Mom’s favorite meals of southern fried chicken or salmon croquettes with mashed potatoes, two tiny sweet pickles, and a few green peas, and, of course, cornbread. When we moved to New York, Beverly Hills, wherever, Mom would order this same meal, whether the restaurant was French, Italian, or Chinese, and especially if it was a swank joint like El Morocco that catered to your every whim. She loved home cooking, and so do I.

Encouraged by her patriotic girlfriends, Teeny attempted growing her own vegetables in a so-called victory garden. Actually, the newly sprouted vegetables had died so often and had to be replanted that defeat garden would have been a better name. When she figured out the cost of growing her garden, it came to about $30 a head of lettuce—a fact she neglected to mention to a very money-conscious Dad. I’m sure I get my own extravagance from Teeny, as a sort of lifelong rebellion against Dad’s very Yankee and oppressive frugality. Nevertheless, I loved money, my own money. To that end, I took a lot of odd jobs, like being a pin spotter in the bowling alley and picking cotton in the hot fields. They didn’t seem to enforce child labor laws in Blytheville, which was good for a little operator like myself.

Some aid and comfort came to Teeny when the wife of one of the base bomber pilots knocked on our door looking for work so she could be close to her husband. Her name was Kitty Strickland, and she was the first of a succession of nannies who were to influence our early lives. Mom made sure our nurses toed the line. She made up a little rule book for them, with such caution-provoking admonitions as, “If you ever use foul language in front of the children, you may leave immediately.” “If you spit or have other obnoxious habits, you may leave immediately.” Unfortunately, she had neglected to warn “never try to drown one of my children.” As it turned out, Teeny walked into the bathroom only to find one nurse holding my head underwater in the tub, for a perilously long time, as I recall. Needless to say, that nurse was forced to leave immediately. Such experiences made me love and value Teeny, all her absences notwithstanding.

Meanwhile Dad was having his own problems with his stepson, Bill. Dad was a man’s man, who had had a tough, character-building upbringing in the rather dour environment of Newport, Vermont. He could also box. More than once he had punched out a rude or insulting patron at one of the venues he was playing after politely asking him, “Would you like to step outside?” Dad was intolerant of anything even remotely effete, effeminate, finicky, or fastidious—at the slightest sign he would warn you that you were going to end up a “toe dancer.” We didn’t really understand what that meant, but we knew in Dad’s book it was something you didn’t want to be, right alongside being a “slicker” or a “hustler,” his other pet peeves. He must have despised his time in Hollywood. Dad’s brief observations of Bill led him to believe that all he needed was to do some manly things like hunting and fishing. To his everlasting disappointment, Dad’s heroic efforts to “make a man” out of Bill failed dismally. He tried to take Bill fishing, only to have the whole thing unravel as the result of a tiny chip that was missing from the lip of a Coke bottle. Bill refused to drink from the bottle, telling Dad he was concerned about swallowing glass. Had he but known right then that he was in far more danger of being throttled by Dad than from any errant sliver of glass, he might have reconsidered. The lesson I learned was to drink any Coke that was offered to me. It seemed even sweeter back then.

Sitting around the radio at night to learn the latest war news was an obsession. After 1943, it became clear that America would win the war, it was only a matter of time. The legendary Glenn Miller, now in the service, stopped over in Blytheville to visit my dad. They had a chance to talk over old times. Glenn even asked Dad to get together with him in Chicago after the war. Glenn confessed he was a little worried about flying so much. He had recently witnessed a fatal crash, and it had bothered him. He said he had a bad feeling about flying. This was a couple of weeks before Glenn’s plane disappeared, and he was never found. The other famous person who came to Blytheville during the war was Vice President Harry Truman. I was young, but the air base and its visitors and the big parties at the officers’ club made Blytheville seem like the center of the universe to me.

As the world war wound down, the big bands were reviving. There was a lot to celebrate. Dad was more than happy to quit his purchasing agent job and become a star again. There was great excitement in being on the road. He took Teeny and us on some of his trips. One of my prime childhood memories is the smell of hotel rooms. What a scent it was, an amalgam of bourbon and Havanas and coffee and toast and the fine linen of the silver serving trolleys borne by waiters in starched white coats bringing the magic that was room service. It was the perfume of luxury, of wild extravagance, and it spoiled me forever. We began criss-crossing the Midwest and South, Dad’s territory, like that of a traveling salesman, from the Palmer House in Chicago to the Cleveland in Cleveland to the Seelbach in Louisville and back to the Peabody in Memphis, where I had been conceived. I’ll never forget those hotels.

My father’s big song of his comeback period was “Lovely While It Lasted.” One of the lyrics was, “Wasn’t it a grand romance? We meet on the same street, but someone else is playing the game we played before.” Teeny loved the song, though little did she know she would soon be singing it herself. So thrilled by the resurrection of Dad’s career and selfesteem that she must have been blind to the downside of temptation, Teeny advised Dad to hire a girl singer to enhance the band’s drawing power. I wonder if she knew she was picking her own poison. The vocalist Dad picked, June Howard, was a sexy lioness. Her pelvis met you a half hour before the rest of her. Dad couldn’t resist. When June had the smarts, or poor taste, to ask Mom if she could call our father “Daddy,” Teeny said a shiver went up her back. It was as clear as a sign in Times Square that they were having an affair.

Never the forgiving kind, Teeny confronted Dad when she caught him in flagrante with June at the Cleveland Hotel. Before walking out on him, she told him it was as if he had smeared mud across a beautiful painting. We were there with her and our nanny, Jewel. We had been looking forward to having a big time in the big city with Dad and Mom together, like a real family, like in the movies. We were so let down. How could Dad do this to Mom To us Still, I wonder if Mom wasn’t a bit relieved that the marriage had ended. The compass of her security always pointed home to Blytheville, and that was where we were returning. One snowy night in 1944 we knocked on our grandparents’ front door, and when it opened, we announced, “We’re divorcing Daddy.” The warmth and light that shone from that front door were unforgettable. Big, with arms extended widely, said, “Well, come on in,” and hugged and held each of us.

There followed three idyllic years. I was free to be a child. Unlike brother Bill, who was nine years older and in a different loop in every possible way, my other brother David was my contemporary and my soul mate. Our world was our backyard at 1000 Main Street. That’s where we would play every day until the setting sun forced us in. The peaked roof of our home, with all its turrets, served as Mount Everest, and we loved to sneak out the bathroom window to climb it. A flat-roofed outbuilding on our property doubled for the fort in Beau Geste and we guarded it jealously with our BB guns.

If that became dull, we’d climb up on the roof of Tildy’s small house and fire BBs at our neighbor Johnny Loggin’s water tank. The loud clang could be counted on to bring Johnny screaming out his back door, his own BB gun in hand, ready to make war. We even dug a small graveyard for dead birds and filled it with roadkill that we buried in shoe boxes and marked with little crosses made of tied ice cream sticks. When we could no longer find any dead birds in the street, we augmented the cemetery population by bagging live birds with our BB guns. Dad would have been proud of our hemanly exploits. Sometimes I missed him a lot.

The neighbors down the street, the McCutcheons, owned two of the three movie theaters in town. Early on I made friends with their daughter Sally, who would invite me to go free to the movies. Even then I must have known that it’s good to have friends in high places. In those days, your movie ticket (if you had to buy one) bought a lot. You’d see the previews, a short, a double feature (one was usually a Western), and a cartoon. If you hit the jackpot, you came when they were having a Cartoon Carnival. This provided an endless stream of Daffy Duck, Elmer Fudd, Donald Duck, and Bugs Bunny. In that more courteous era, the theater had a glassed-in crying room where moms with babies could enjoy the movie without disturbing everyone else. (I wish they had the same thing today for loud talkers and cell phone users.) I loved the movies, but it was beyond my wildest dreams to think I would be in them one day.

Like many children of my generation, I learned the basics of sex with another cute young neighbor, a year older than myself. I guess in my little six-year-old brain, she was a “hot-looking blonde,” an “older woman,” even. Perhaps it was that I was oversexed for my age or simply that my grandfather was a doctor. Deciding I should begin my medical training early, I began playing doctor with this girl. We would meet in the family garage for regular examinations. I thought my brother David had a bad temper, but his was nothing like this little temptress’s dad when he found out about it. I was humiliated for months to come.

I think of it now as “the last bomb” of World War II. This was the nearly simultaneous deaths of both my grandparents in 1947, just two years after the war had ended and all the flyboys had marched into their planes and taken off, leaving Blytheville’s golden coach to become a pumpkin once again. The base was closed, much of the surplus equipment doused with gasoline and burned in a rush to conclude this unhappy time. Docky essentially died of exhaustion from a life too earnestly led. He had taken great care of everyone in the county except himself. Big, after a valiant fight, finally succumbed to tuberculosis. As the town mourned the loss of energy and excitement, we mourned the loss of our grandparents. I remember the funeral, the white chapel, Teeny in dark glasses, devastated.

Teeny and Bill had an answer to the grief: Let’s do our best to avoid it. The house would be sold. We would be moving on. So after much packing, Mom and Bill tossed a coin in the driveway to decide whether to go to Palm Beach, Florida, or Hollywood, California. Bill had a sound business reason for wanting to go to Palm Beach. There had been a recent hurricane there, huge damage had been inflicted, and home prices would be low. Teeny had only one reason to choose Hollywood: To her, it was the most glamorous place on earth. In the thirties, she had taken a trip there and had never gotten over it. Teeny won the toss, and we were Hollywood bound.



CHAPTER THREE
Going Hollywood

It was a sleek 1947 Buick Roadmaster, a real “wind splitter,” that hummed and purred and ate up road faster than I could break one of David’s toys. It should have run fast. After all, it was powered by the highest-octane fuel imaginable: our fantastic dreams of living “the Hollywood life” conjured up by watching endless Hollywood movies. Teeny fantasized about dating Clark Gable. Bill dreamed of meeting his alter ego Betty Grable. Bill’s movie magazine education had taught him everything about Betty, including her height, weight, and bust dimensions, as well as the names and dates of all the movies she was ever in. Bill had become a walking fan magazine, a human encyclopedia of celebrity trivia, which was anything but trivial to him. He gave me my first real exposure to, and respect for, the power of fame. One thing was for certain: When we got to Hollywood, the last thing we would need was one of those “star maps.”

As the car picked up speed and Bill, our designated driver, slipped the Buick into a nice groove, we began passing cars as if they were standing still. “I can’t believe we did it,” Bill applauded himself. He had been a big part of convincing Teeny to break the umbilical cord that had heretofore connected her to Blytheville.

“You’re just going to love it,” she reassured David and me. “There’s nothing but sunshine, and we’ll rent a house with a swimming pool.”

Bill, now all of seventeen, was an excellent driver, steady, certain. God knows he had had enough practice by this time. When he was eleven years old, Bill started driving around town in our grandfather’s old Model T Ford, propped up on a couple of telephone books so he could see over the dashboard, with wooden blocks tied to the bottoms of his shoes. When he was inevitably returned to the custody of Dr. Stevens for driving without a license, he would repentantly promise never to do it again, only to be caught on the road the following week. One of the big advantages to being a doctor in a small town was that the police showed undying respect for you, for only you could save them from mishaps in the line of fire.

Windows rolled down, wind wings tilted at just the right angle to catch the breeze, the Buick was our getaway car in our flight from the gloom of Blytheville and the loss of our grandparents and our father. Our road trip was all hopes and great expectations without any of the burdens of reality. It was a pattern my family was to follow over and over again in future years. When there was an unhappy conclusion to any chapter in our lives—a divorce, a death, even a fender bender—we would take off in our car (and later planes) and head for distant shores. I recommend it to everyone. Don’t sit around and stew in your own juice, just hike on over to the other coast, dive into the ocean, get a perfect tan, and ask for a new deck of cards. There is no feeling of freedom quite as intoxicating as hitting the open road headed for God knows where. There’s sort of a magnetic poles effect. You’re repelled by what you already know and attracted by what you don’t.

In the midst of our glee, I heard a moan coming from the backseat, where David, crushed between suitcases, was looking pale. “Can we stop for a minute?” he implored with a pained expression. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Bill complained. “We’re barely on the road and you already have to go to the bathroom. We’ll never get to California at this rate.”

“Can’t you hold it for a little while?” Teeny asked hopefully.

“I already have,” David answered.

I poked David in the stomach, the way you would poke a dead cat to see if he was really dead or just faking it. The groan he gave back confirmed he was not. We would pull over—filling station, roadside ditch, cornfield, whatever was available—then continue down the road for another few dozen miles until we’d have to stop again. It was going to be a long trip to California.

Do you remember those adventure movies from the thirties and forties where the hero was headed for the East Indies or some other remote place, and they’d show a line running from, say, New York City to the Cape Verde Islands and then around the cape of Africa, and then on to Ceylon Well, the line between dots for our travel went straight to New Orleans, then to Texarkana, then across the great expanse of Texas to El Paso, through Taos and Phoenix, and on into Barstow, California, with a brief detour to Palm Springs. One thing about this trip that made it especially remarkable was that since Bill did the bulk of the driving (sometimes as much as ten hours at a crack), it was very easy to convince him to stop long enough to see every little wonder that was being hawked along fabled Route 66, the southernmost of the two transcontinental highways that linked the nation. The big advantage of taking this route was that you didn’t have to cross any mountain ranges.

“Oh, ohh . . . ohh,” I’d shout. “The sign says five miles off the highway there’s the world’s largest ball of tinfoil. Please, please, please, let’s go see it.” David would join me in an enthusiastic chorus, “Yes, please, please, please.” It could have been a Civil War battle site, or a natural rock formation that looked like a bridge, it didn’t matter, we were up for it. With Bill behind the wheel, no “wonder” was too silly for us to take in. Our childhood fantasies were running amok, exactly the way we guys wanted it.

For Teeny, it was a journey down memory lane. She had made this trip fourteen years before, in 1933, with the movie house owner Mrs. McCutcheon and her daughter Betty, whom Mrs. M was interested in getting into the movies. Betty looked like Joan Blondell. Being in “show business,” sort of, at least at the exhibitor end, the McCutcheons had connections in Hollywood. Those connections led them to one of the top casting directors at MGM, the most glamorous of all the studios, home of Garbo, Gable, Tracy, Hepburn, Hamilton . . . but I’m getting ahead of myself. In any event, my mother almost got signed up to a contract at MGM decades before I ever did. Here’s how.
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