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			By Way of Introduction

			Gordon Frost (producer, film historian)

			As editor of this book, in deference to its “oral history” nature and to keep it consistent throughout, I’m speaking my few words of prologue into a recording device rather than writing anything down. And I solemnly promise not to correct any grammatical solecisms I might commit as I do so. This goes against the grain for someone like me—my students sometimes refer to me as a grammar Nazi, and I don’t think they mean it affectionately—but it wouldn’t be cricket to accord myself a privilege denied the others who were so generous with their time contributing to these pages. Although, to be fair, the others weren’t talking in an otherwise empty room, they were always talking to me. Doing this solo does make it that much more awkward.

			But, regardless! Almost every word in this volume will have been delivered orally, without notes, let alone a script. Occasionally, in the course of conducting the interviews, I’ve asked a question to prompt the speaker or clarify a point, and my questions do not appear in the text (although in context it’s usually apparent this was the case). But the words themselves haven’t been edited or altered in any way, except for the excision of a few repetitions and the occasional “er” or “uh.”

			Okay. I trust we’ve got that straight.

			Many years ago, in one of my early books, I wrote that Chance Hardwick was the best actor of his generation. And of course, in the years since, I’ve come to regret such a stupid, such a ridiculously categorical statement. Even my students give me a hard time for it on occasion, the ones who bother to read my old books. Which, by the way, is something they ought to do before they sign up for my class, both as sensible preparation and as a gesture of respect. But most of them don’t. Most of them don’t read anything anymore. They think the world started the day they were born, that nothing of value happened before they came to consciousness. In the old days, at least some of them read, and the ones who didn’t read at least knew classic films. Good God, it was a film history course, you’d think they might at least have some passing familiarity with movies. But they frequently come in as ignorant as stumps. Hitchcock who? Where’s this Kurosawa guy from, he sounds like a foreigner? Hey, I thought Renoir was a painter. And they probably don’t even know that.

			I guess they think it can all happen in the classroom while they sit there with their mouths agape. They expect everything to be handed to them. They’re used to being spoon-fed. And they no doubt think watching a movie is a lot more fun—by which I gather they mean easier—than reading a book, although they’d also probably prefer to watch funny clips of playful kittens on YouTube rather than a full-length film. But we don’t offer YouTube courses yet, thank God. We haven’t fallen that far. It’s only a matter of time, though. I just hope I’m not here to see it.

			But anyway, I was talking about Chance Hardwick as the best actor his generation, and my embarrassment about having asserted as much. My heavens, that was such an extraordinary generation, even restricting ourselves to men, and to American men at that, because those Brits always could give us a good solid run for our money, and the French came into their own after the war, Constantine and Belmondo and Delon and blah blah blah. But if we’re just talking about American actors, well, most people would say Brando, of course, he’s the obvious choice, and honestly, who can argue? He was astonishing. Maybe unique. But there was Monty Clift, too, and James Dean and Dennis Hopper and so many others, so many others. Including the glamor boys—no reason to be snobbish and exclude them. There were some terrific actors among them, underrated in many cases. Underrated for being so pretty, probably. As if sex appeal and talent can’t coincide. Like Paul Newman and Steve McQueen, and Jack Nicholson once he got noticed, after those American International horrors…I guess it was Easy Rider that finally did it for him. Respect definitely took its own sweet time with Jack. Probably self-respect too. But I mean, gosh, the list is just endless. It was a veritable acting Renaissance. The Method investment in the ’30s and ’40s, those lessons everyone took with Lee Strasberg and Harold Clurman and Stella Adler and so on—commies all, incidentally—finally started paying off handsomely.

			But still, Chance Hardwick was an incandescent talent. No denying that. I can’t imagine there’d be too many dissenting voices. Such promise. Not just promise, of course. He gave us magnificent performances, and we have some magical celluloid moments. But he was just getting started when he was taken from us, and damn it, I do still believe that had he lived, he might be remembered as the greatest of them all. Which is what prompted the fatuous sentiment I began with. The promise. He was like Schubert, plucked from us way too early. If Beethoven had died at the age Schubert died, we’d think of him as a relatively minor composer with enormous potential. It’s a sobering thought, no?

			And of course Chance was a movie star as well. That might have come second in his mind, but stars do have some special quality that ordinary actors, even ordinary great actors, lack. Call it star quality, call it charisma, call it magic. Whatever it is, the great ones, the ones who become legends have it. Even if they aren’t actually great actors. Take Monroe, for example. Compared to some of her contemporaries, you would hardly call her a master of her craft. But she didn’t need to be. The camera loved her. She was luminous. She was a star. And that’s the thing about stars. You can’t take your eyes off them, and you somehow feel you have a personal relationship with them. You fall in love with them.

			Chance had that magic in spades. If you want proof, just look at the fan clubs that still exist, still are thriving more than half a century after his death. Or the posters you can still find in college dorms all over the country. In Europe, too; Hardwick paraphernalia remains a minor industry in France. You can buy bad portraits of him in Montmartre, not just the entrance to Central Park. His face is on T-shirts and cigarette lighters and coffee cups and God knows what other tacky crap. Probably mostly purchased by American tourists, but still. Or consider that old lady, that mysterious old lady dressed all in black, who still lays flowers on his grave every year on the anniversary of his drowning. I don’t know if she was a fan or a woman who had some sort of personal relationship with him, but she’s been devoted to his memory for over fifty years. That’s not a casual attachment.

			Now, in case I’m leaving a false impression, let me stress that I never actually met the man. My students think I’m ancient, but I’m not that ancient. I was ten or so when he drowned. Unlike the people whose interviews you’ll find herein, my familiarity with him comes from watching his movies. Watching them closely and repeatedly and analytically. Literally frame by frame in many cases. And from talking to so many people who did know him, which of course is how this book has come about, indeed what it entirely consists of. So I can’t talk personally about what he was like as a human being. Plenty of others can and will do that. It’s the reason I conducted those interviews and assembled this book.

			It’s the fruit of several decades’ work. I started these interviews in the late 1980s. At first simply to satisfy my own curiosity, I wanted to talk to the people who knew Chance Hardwick and gather their impressions before they passed from the scene. I began by talking with the people a generation older than he, folks who’d known him as a boy and young man, along with those who had already reached their middle years when they had dealings with him. This may have been a macabre calculation on my part, but it seemed an actuarially sound strategy, and one which has been vindicated by time: Most of those people left us ages ago. I’ve spent many years since, in the intervals between teaching and writing—and a relatively brief few years producing several independent films of my own, quite unsuccessfully, I regret to say—hunting down people who’d played a role in Hardwick’s adult years. Some remain prominent and were easy to find. Others required a fair amount of digging. At a certain point, it struck me that I was no longer doing this only out of casual interest; I was aware it was turning into a book. My third book about Chance Hardwick. [laughs] Did someone say “obsession?”

			In my own defense, Hardwick continues to arouse fascination and enthusiasm among movie lovers the world over. As a student of cinema—and dare I say it, as a fan, because after all these years of study I remain a fan above all else, certainly above being a film scholar—the most I can do is attest to his artistry, and say wholeheartedly that if any actor has ever deserved an oral history, which is, I suppose, a kind of thespian beatification, it would be Chance Hardwick.

			The boy could do anything. He disappeared into whatever role he was playing. You forgot he was acting. He just became the character. Vocally, physically, every way. And he was so beautiful. A Greek god. More mesmerizing than Brando, cooler than Paul Newman. He was already a star when he died, as I’ve said, but he was going to be gigantic. The biggest. And then…well, you know…it all got to be too much for him. A soul as delicate as that, he just couldn’t handle the bullshit that came with fame.

			The fan clubs, the paparazzi, the autograph seekers, the movie magazines, the gossip columns, the impossibility of leading a normal life or enjoying an anonymous minute…it simply overwhelmed him. He was by all accounts a simple soul in many ways, not with regard to his artistry, never that, but in his private life. And fame complicated that life beyond his ability to handle it. Now, make no mistake, he wanted fame, he hungered for it, he didn’t go to Hollywood in order to be a nobody. Ambition was a key element of his character. Everyone who knew him seems to agree on that. But you can’t prepare for the actual experience of fame. You can’t begin to know what it’s going to be like until it happens to you. And with Chance, it hit him like an oncoming tractor-trailer.

			So yes, he was a star. But the important thing to remember, the thing always to bear in mind, is that Chance Hardwick was an artist. He was an artist before he was a star. The stardom was almost incidental. He lived to act. He was like an acting votary. And possibly the purest talent I’ve ever seen. And along with it, as a natural concomitant, the most sensitive personality. A naked, scintillating ganglion. No insulation, no protection. That receptivity is what made his acting so powerful, and of course it’s also what destroyed him.
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			The Early Years

			Mary Bennett (aunt)

			He was the cutest baby you ever saw. Not that all babies aren’t cute, of course. Don’t you think? Just the sweetest little things. But still, I truly believe if my sister had wanted it and if we lived where those kinda things happen, Chance could’ve been a professional baby model, like that darling drawing on the Gerber’s jar. That’s how adorable he was. Everybody said so. A little angel. Strangers would stop us on the street to coo.

			[Starts to cry] Sorry…It’s been so many years, I ought to be used to it by now, but when I start to think about him…I mostly try not to, you know, but you’re here, you’re asking about him, and…it was such a tragedy…such a loss…I loved that boy like he was my own child. Give me a second, okay?

			[Deep breath] Okay, I’m gonna start again. Sorry. Please forgive a silly old lady.

			Now let me say this about his name. I know some people believe it was those Hollywood types, those movie moguls, who gave him the name “Chance,” that Chance was some kind of actor name, like, I don’t know, “Rock” or “Tab.” Well, that just ain’t true. Now, it’s a fact he was christened Wendell, that much is so, but I don’t recollect anyone ever calling him that, except maybe me once or twice when he was being really naughty, giving me some sass, and maybe a couple of teachers in grade school at the beginning of the school year when they didn’t know any better, just reading off the roll call. But from the start, well…you can’t talk to a baby and use the name Wendell, can you? No way a name like that’s gonna fit a darling little bundle of sweetness.

			See, Wendell was his dad’s name and Wendell Sr. insisted his son be a Jr. Typical. He was a real conceited person, Wendell Sr. was. Everything had to be about him. So naturally his son had to have his name. He basically forced the name on him—on all of us, come to that. Sally and I didn’t like it. Sally was my little sister, Chance’s mom. We argued with ol’ Wendell, but he was kind of bullheaded, and also kind of a bully, and he put his foot down and that was that. He wasn’t the kind of fella who’d brook any insubordination, especially not from women folk. And so Chance was christened Wendell Jr., it was a done deal, it’s right there on the birth certificate. And wouldn’t you know it, soon after that his dad just upped and skedaddled. Insisted on a rule change and right away quit the game. So long, Wendell, it’s been good to know you. Don’t let the door hit your fanny on the way out. 

			Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say. Although I’m not sure Sally saw it exactly that way. Not at the time, anyhow. I told her so, lotsa times, but she always acted like she didn’t wanna hear it. Even got a little snippy with me, something she didn’t usually do. “You just stop that talk, Mary. No one asked you for your two cents.” I guess I can understand why. She was still a young gal, Big Wendell kind of swept her off her feet when she was fresh out of high school, and besides, everyone knows love makes you stupid. And listen, Sally, God rest her soul, always was a wild one, she didn’t consider consequences when she wanted something. Left it to the rest of us to pick up the pieces. And by the rest of us, I guess I mean me, her big sister. And Big Wendell was something she thought she wanted. At least at first. Maybe always. I’m not sure she ever got over him, although the good Lord knows she tried.

			He left so soon after Chance came along I thought we maybe ought to just rechristen Chance as something else. Mike or Tom or anything normal. But Sally couldn’t be bothered. That was Sally for you. She’d go to a lot of trouble to avoid a little bit of trouble. 

			So like I was saying, little Wendell was always so active and lively and mischievous, so full of ginger and energy and zest, seemed so heedless of danger, always going right up to the edge of things, that we took to calling him Chance. From early on. From the time he could move on his own, darn near. He was always taking chances, didn’t even seem to know they were chances. So that was no Hollywood name. The boy was always in a dither, grabbing at electric cords, grabbing at pots and pans, climbing up rickety structures, so that’s why he was called Chance. And the name stuck. He was always Chance. From the get-go.

			Matter of fact, he told me once that those Hollywood boys wanted him to change it. Probably to Rock or Tab. But he wouldn’t do it. He’d got to liking the name Chance. Insisted on keeping it.

			Caitlin Kelly (elementary school classmate)

			Sure, I remember Chance. I’d’ve remembered him anyhow, I’m blessed with that kind of recall. But once, you know, he became famous, everybody started talking about how we all went to school with him and how amazing it was that we’d grown up with someone the whole world knew about. It became a badge of distinction. As a rule, famous people don’t come from these parts. I can’t think of a single one besides Chance Hardwick. But like I say, I would’ve remembered him anyhow. 

			Partly because he was the cutest boy in our class. That likely wouldn’t have registered in the early grades, but by the fifth or sixth, all us girls were starting to look at boys in that different way, we were all beginning to find boys, you know, attractive. We used the word “cute” back then, it was safer than “attractive,” I guess, or maybe being attracted to somebody was still too new an idea for us to get our heads around. I mean, our bodies were sending us messages we weren’t ready to deal with yet.

			But Chance was real cute. Quiet, though. Shy. I don’t think he knew how cute he was, or maybe knowing it just made him uncomfortable. Some guys are like that. Being handsome makes it harder to be invisible. He didn’t speak up much in class, either. I don’t reckon he was an especially good student or anything. Seems now like we all underestimated him. But in fact, I remember once, I think this was in the sixth grade before we all went on to junior high, they gave us some sort of IQ test or achievement test or something of that nature, and apparently Chance did better than anyone else in class, like way off the charts, and everybody who knew him was shocked. The principal, our teachers, all us kids. Because he never made much of an impression that way at all.

			When the results came back, we had some sort of assembly, and our sixth grade teacher, Miss Thayer, said, “Chance Hardwick! Where have you been hiding all these years?” And we all laughed. Everybody but Chance. He just blushed this deep, deep red. He was so embarrassed. I honestly think he would’ve deliberately done badly on the test if he’d known he was gonna get all that attention.

			It’s funny he became a movie star, huh? Someone in the public eye, someone everybody stared at. You don’t imagine a really shy kid’s gonna be famous, unless he’s maybe a scientist or a computer inventor or Stephen King or something. Doing something you do in private. In a way, even though he was so cute, he was like the last person you’d expect.

			Anne Thayer (teacher)

			Oh yes, Chance was deep. We used to give the kids this standardized achievement test in the sixth grade—the TBS, it’s called. It was supposed to measure a student’s mastery of the basics, and Chance tested through the roof. It wasn’t an IQ test, strictly speaking, but still, his scores were so amazing you’d have to say he was genius level. A lot of people were surprised at how well he did. I wasn’t. See, I’d graded his math tests, I’d seen his little essays and things. We didn’t assign a lot of writing back then, though we did try to get the kids proficient at verbal expression before they went on to junior high. And not only could Chance write beautifully, he expressed very profound thoughts. I won’t say I knew he would go far, because you never can be sure about that kind of thing, but I definitely was aware he was special.

			Mary Bennett

			When Sally married Steve—that was her second husband, Steve Goren—things changed a lot. In a way, it was good she met Steve, ’cause she’d had a couple of wild years. I’m not going to tell you about them, you’ll just have to take my word for it. That’s how wild they were. I’m not even going to tell you how she met Steve. Some things decent folk don’t talk about.

			I never much liked Steve myself, and I didn’t like what happened after at all, but I can’t deny he was good for Sally in some ways. I don’t know she ever really loved Steve, not like how she felt about Wendell anyways, but he was a pretty good dancer, he could do man-type things like change the tire if you had a flat or fix the plumbing, and he turned out to be steady in ways I wouldn’t have guessed. I mean, given the way they met and all, you might have expected he’d be another good-for-nothing, like Wendell. That was Sally’s type, anyway, the good-for-nothings. She liked the bad boys. Probably thought Steve was a bad boy, probably was disappointed to learn he was a solid, upstanding citizen. But by then it was too late. She was already pregnant with Dot and she wasn’t going to let herself be single again. Not without a struggle, anyway.

			Ned Fitzgerald (elementary school classmate)

			Chance and I had a fistfight in the fifth grade, one afternoon after school. I don’t remember exactly what it was about. We weren’t friends, we weren’t enemies, we weren’t much of anything, even though we’d known each other since we were six. He was just part of the ecosystem for me, is how I remember it, and I can’t imagine I was more than that for him. So it’s hard for me to even guess what could have set us off.

			But if I’m being honest, I’d have to surmise it was my doing much more than his. Chance was a quiet guy, a shy guy. He kept to himself, so I can’t really picture him initiating hostilities. It wouldn’t just have been out of character, it’s almost literally unimaginable. I must have started picking on him. Not for any reason, just to do it. I was a shitty kid back then, to be completely honest with you. A bully. A crappy home life can do that to you. I’m not at all like that now, and it still gives me a twinge to recall some of my behavior, but back then…I mean, I was a good athlete, I was big for my age, I was kind of an alpha dog. Even had my own posse, a group of guys who hung out with me, and I was more or less the ringleader of whatever we got up to.

			Just considering the possibilities now, Chance’s being good-looking might have been enough to set me off. Plain old jealous resentment, even at age ten. Or his being so shy and quiet. That can be like a red flag in front of a bull to some people, especially if they imagine the shy and quiet kid is observing and judging them. You want a reaction, you want a hint of what they’re thinking. You’re afraid they’re registering more than you want them to see. And I had plenty of issues of my own, of course. My home life was…well, this is about Chance Hardwick, not about me, but I’m just trying to indicate I was more troubled than I would have admitted to anyone. Took me years to understand myself.

			But the bottom line is, it’s hard to say what’s going to enrage a kid with unresolved anger issues when the hormones are starting to roil. Maybe—and this is the worst possibility, but I’m trying to level with you—maybe he struck me as so vulnerable, such an easy, inviting target, I just couldn’t resist. Throw my weight around, make my dominance that much clearer. And I probably intuitively thought, given his vulnerability, and the unlikelihood of his being able to fight back, that not only would he be an easy mark but the other kids would side with me. That’s how kids are…no, it’s how we primates are…we side with the aggressor more often than not, regardless of who’s in the right. It isn’t a pretty picture. We aren’t a pretty species. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.

			Anyway, I think I started goading him in some way. Maybe I called him “faggot,” although I wouldn’t have even known what that meant. But that wouldn’t have stopped me. I would have had some instinct the accusation would draw blood one way or another. Or maybe I said something about his mom. She had a bit of a reputation in town, and news of it might have reached my ears. Again, without my knowing what it even meant, or what “having a reputation” is, but I might have had an instinct it was a profitable wound to probe. And, you know, I could tell it had something to do with sex, and at that age sex has a unique sort of power, since you don’t really know anything about it but you can already feel its stirrings. Which are, let’s face it, unruly, both scary and enticing at the same time. And clearly taboo. In any case, I swear I can’t recall now what got us fighting.

			But I can picture it. By which I mean, I can still see the setting in my mind’s eye. We were in this empty undeveloped lot a block or two from the school, just dirt and weeds, and a whole bunch of kids had followed us there to watch the show. Because that’s what Homo sapiens are like. It’s why boxing is popular, and even pro football. The violence. If they brought back gladiatorial games, you can bet they’d be the most popular thing going. So the other kids formed a circle around us, and as I indicated, I believe they were rooting for me to give him a really sound thrashing. They would have made up a reason to explain why it was justified, even though there was absolutely no justification. “He had it coming,” that sort of bullshit. “He had it coming because yadda yadda yadda.” But it wasn’t really justice they were after, it was spectacle.

			So we were in the center of this throng, in the middle of this overgrown vacant lot, and we were kind of circling each other, scoping each other out. I was mainly trying to figure out where to start on him. I figured I could call the shots. And then, suddenly, without any warning, Chance came at me. Just flew right at me. Amazingly fast. And the point is, contrary to my expectations, I got my ass handed to me. Chance was a slight kid, a skinny kid as I’ve indicated, and like I said, at least in those days a recessive personality. Completely unthreatening in the aspect he presented. I figured that after I threw the first punch he’d roll himself up into a little ball and cower on the ground while I rained blows down on him and everybody jeered.

			Well, that isn’t how it worked.

			He was a fricking firecracker. Fast, fierce, fearless. Wiry, with that kind of tensile strength that isn’t necessarily visible to the naked eye. And full of wrath…there was a lot of anger hidden in the guy, a lot of rage roiling around inside him. I could feel it all of a sudden. He seemed so placid normally, but you just can’t ever tell what’s going on with those quiet types. His rage, once he let it out, it was like coiled fire, there was a…an exultant quality to the way he went at me. Hit me in the face before I knew what was happening, then in the stomach, really hard, knocking the wind out of me, then, when I doubled over, gasping for breath, another blow to the face. After that it was effectively over. I went down. I was on my knees, and I made a move to get up—mostly because I still couldn’t believe what was happening—and he hit me in the face again, and that was totally that. I wasn’t unconscious, but I couldn’t make my body do what I told it to do. Not that I was in any mood to get up anyway.

			And the crowd cheered him—their loyalties had turned on a dime, it’s the way of the world—and he immediately strode off without uttering a syllable. No victory dance, no snarling insults, no gloating. Just vamoose. I saw a couple of kids clap him on the back as he left, but he sort of shrugged them off. And from my rather special vantage point I could see he was crying. Silently. I’m not sure how many others noticed, because he just quick-stepped out of there. And I stayed down for a while, partly because I was hurting but mostly because I was too humiliated to get up and face everybody.

			I was pretty banged up. When I got home, my parents wanted me to go the hospital, but I refused. I just wanted to hide out in my room. And then my dad forced me to go to school the next day. He was that kind of guy. I think it was punishment for losing the fight. He thought losers lose because they deserve to lose. Of course, I didn’t want to show my face in school. In addition to what everybody would have heard about my humiliating defeat, I had a black eye and what we used to call “a fat lip.” I was a walking PSA against bullying. But I had to face the music, and in the event it was just about as bad as I imagined it would be. There was a lot of mockery. My alpha dog status had evidently evanesced over night.

			Mary Bennett

			Chance and Steve never got along. I don’t know how hard either of them tried, maybe not very, but if they did, it just never took. When Sally urged Chance to call Steve “Dad,” he said, “No way, Mom. Not gonna happen.” And when Steve suggested Chance take his last name, become a Goren, the boy just laughed in his face and said something about hell freezing over, pardon my French. And the good Lord knows it wasn’t out of loyalty to old Wendell, who he never really knew. It was about Steve’s own self.

			Now, I say it was about Steve, but it could be Chance wasn’t going to cotton to anyone his mom married no matter what. He had her all to himself—to the extent anyone had Sally—and now he had to share her. A boy’s going to resent that intrusion. But there was also something about Steve in particular, he really rubbed Chance the wrong way. He was loud, he was in-your-face, he told bad jokes, he crowded you. It was like he had a personality especially designed to drive Chance bananas.

			And make no mistake, Steve returned the favor. At first he tried to pretend he liked the kid, tried to josh him, brought him a few pieces of athletic equipment, as if Chance would care about athletic equipment, took him fishing on a couple of Saturdays, but it felt phony all along, and it didn’t last. Steve just found Chance a pest. An annoyance. Him and Sally had just gotten hitched, she was expecting, he didn’t want a souvenir from her previous marriage in his hair all the time. He wanted to go out and have fun, he wanted to make whoopee at home.

			And then Dorothy came along, and that was the final nail in the coffin. Steve was nuts about Dot. I’m not sure he was thrilled when Sally got in the family way, I don’t think that was part of his game plan when they started spending time together, but once she brought Dot home, he just fell head over heels in love. And of course Chance could see that, and feel hurt by it. And Steve no longer wanted to give Chance the time of day. He had a kid of his own now, not somebody else’s he was saddled with. He was short with Chance, took the belt to him more than once, complained to Sally about him. “Your kid” is how he’d refer to him. “What’s the matter with your kid? Why’s he so soft? How come he don’t like sports? Why’s he so rude to me?” That kind of thing. Poor Sally didn’t know how to handle it. She was well and truly caught. And what with Dot in the picture…well, you can imagine who’s going to come up tails in that kind of predicament. A husband and baby daughter on one side, a kind of sullen, resentful growing boy on the other. Sally did her best, but her best was none too good.

			Which is why Chance finally came to live with Earl and me. I don’t guess anyone was too happy with the arrangement, not at first anyway, but things were coming to a head and something had to give. And we were childless and we had an extra room. So me and Earl, we talked it over, and I have to say Earl was good about it. Chance was no blood kin of Earl’s, and not an easy kid to get along with, but Earl said, “Hey, it’s the Christian thing to do.” Earl was like that when he had to talk himself into doing the right thing, he had to bring up Jesus. Add Jesus’s voice to the discussion, give Him an opportunity to weigh in. But that’s fine. Whatever it took. At least he did what was right more often than not. And whether he liked it or not.

			Joel Weingott (boyhood friend)

			Chance and me, we became friends the summer we were at camp together. No way we could have met anywhere else. We came from totally different worlds. Different universes. We were thirteen or fourteen at the time. I had my fourteenth birthday that summer, in fact. At camp. Not much of a celebration. The previous one had been a big deal, though—big ritual, big party, lots of presents, more horah than you can shake a stick at, so I guess I shouldn’t complain.

			The camp was a dude ranch type thing out in Wyoming. I was a New York kid, my background was about as far from a dude ranch as you can get. I guess my parents thought hanging out in the country would be good for me. Or maybe…see, I have this weird notion that what gave them the idea was that I was a big fan of cowboy movies when I was younger. There were a lot of them back then. Singing cowboys like Gene Autry and Roy Rogers, tough guy cowboys like Johnny Mack Brown and John Wayne, and also real actors, serious dramatic actors, who occasionally took cowboy roles, like Henry Fonda and James Stewart. And I liked them all. Well, not the singing cowboys so much, even then they struck me as kind of ridiculous, but most of the others. My mom used to drop me off at those Saturday matinées, you’d be there all day, there would often be two full-length feature films and a dopey newsreel and a cartoon and a serial, all for a dime, what a deal, but I only wanted to go if they were showing at least one western. And so, in addition to probably thinking a radical change of scene would be good for me, just on general principle, getting out of the city into a whole new environment, fresh air and allergens, my folks must have also thought, because I liked movies about cowboys and horses and the open prairie so much, I’d enjoy the reality too.

			Ha!

			Of course I hated it from the start. Jesus, I was a city kid. Manhattan was my natural habitat. I could navigate New York with ease, buses and subways held no terrors for me, but anywhere else I was a lost soul. Central Park was a breeze, but mountains and valleys were hostile territory. Horses were nice to look at, but we had nothing to say to one another. Plus I hated sharing a bunkhouse with all these boys I didn’t know. Most of them farm kids from other parts of the country who sneered at the whole idea of New York, and therefore sneered at me. They mostly seemed to have a hick sense of humor, too, which was off-putting; joking around was what made kids like me friends with other kids. It could be the entire basis of a friendship, finding the same things funny. Well, no chance of that. A lot of them had notions about Jews, too. Most of them had never met a member of the tribe before, but that didn’t slow them down. They had their prejudices and they were convinced these were fact-based. I don’t mean to suggest it was like Hitlerjugend or anything, it wasn’t some sort of hate-fest, but I definitely felt isolated and disregarded and casually disliked. Tolerated at best. The butt of mean jokes at worst. There were a lot of mean jokes. A lot of feeling around my head trying to find my horns, that sort of stuff.

			Or maybe they weren’t even kidding.

			And the thing is, Chance hated the place too. That was what first brought us together. That was our initial bond. He later told me his stepfather had arranged for him to go. “He wanted to get me out of his hair for a while,” is how he put it. And then he added, “And he doesn’t even have any!” That made me laugh. But he was obviously pissed about the whole thing. He said his stepdad wanted to send him to boarding school too. That’s where his mom drew the line. But she didn’t put up a fuss about summer camp since it was supposed to be a treat for him. She could pretend they were doing him a favor. And even though he told her he didn’t want to go, that carried no weight whatsoever. Boy, did I recognize that particular dynamic. Accents aside, it was identical to the conversation I had with my mom. Chance’s mom just blithely assured him he was wrong, he really did want to go—typical parent bullshit—and anyway, once he got there, he’d love it.

			Ha!

			Now, to be clear, Chance was…well, he wasn’t exactly a farm kid, but he did come from a rural area, from a small town surrounded by farmland. A lot of the kids he went to school with were farmers’ kids. So he wasn’t as obviously out of his element as me. But camp life definitely was not his cup of tea. Like me, he disliked the regimentation, he disliked the chores, and he really hated the communality. He hated that aspect even more than I did, possibly. He was a loner by temperament. A private person. I think he liked the horses a lot, that’s one way we differed, he seemed to have a real feeling for them, but he didn’t want to be told when he could ride and when he couldn’t. And he didn’t want to be in a group when he did it, he wanted a personal communion between himself and the horse. He’d sometimes sneak into the stables and just hang out. He let me come with him a couple of times, a meaningful gesture coming from someone like Chance, and it was almost uncanny, the emotional way he connected with those animals.

			See, the essence of his personality, at least as I understood it, was his need for privacy. He wanted to be able to go off by himself when he felt like it, just go for a walk or sit under a tree and daydream. And they wouldn’t let him do that. Everything had to be done according to a set schedule and as part of a group. Maybe it was because of their insurance policy, maybe they had to have the kids under their charge at all times, or maybe they were just those kind of people. But it sure didn’t sit well with Chance.

			And then, toward the end of the first week, Chance and I were both given KP duty. That’s work in the kitchen if you don’t know. It was punishment. KP was supposed to be punishment because it was considered girlie. As far as I was concerned, other chores, like mucking out the stables, were much worse, but mine was a minority view. And speaking of minority views, that’s how come Chance and I were being punished. Every night after supper there was a camp meeting where we sung those dumb camp songs like “Bill Hogan’s Goat,” and then there’d be a little lecture by the head counselor, one Mr. Monty MacBride, whose official title was “Foreman.” Of course it was. And then there’d be a prayer to Jesus, which got all the other kids to stare at me and see what I’d do at the “Amen” part. I kept my head down and my mouth shut. Some battles just aren’t worth fighting, although I think if my parents knew about that part they’d have been outraged. Might have even pulled me out of camp. Hey, maybe I should have told them! But it’s funny, because I bet I knew more about the New Testament than those kids who were lording it over me. [laughs] Lording it over me! I didn’t mean it that way. Anyhow, to them it was just a matter of rooting for the home team, their captain was Jesus, and it didn’t matter so much what He stood for, they rooted for their team and their captain and wanted the other teams to lose and that was that.

			But we also got that regularly scheduled sermon from the Foreman, and it was usually obnoxious and ill-informed. And one night it was about…jeez, it’s hard to remember whether this was the warning about the mortal dangers of masturbation or the heads-up about Communism, but it was something deeply stupid, and Chance and I both laughed at the same moment. That was apparently a big no-no. So we were punished by being assigned KP for the next week. Now, I didn’t mind nearly as much as I was supposed to, although I acted upset so Monty wouldn’t change his mind. KP was about as close to solitude as you could get in that hellhole. It was almost a relief.

			I’d been vaguely aware of Chance already because he was so quiet. That probably sounds like a paradox, but it was a really raucous group of boys there at the camp, so someone who hung back, who didn’t holler and laugh really loud at things that weren’t funny, he kind of attracted my attention. But I didn’t know anything about him, and certainly didn’t feel particularly drawn to him. There was nothing inviting about him. His whole manner seemed to say, “Keep your distance.” And the other guys did keep their distance. Unlike me, he didn’t have anything obvious to pick on, so they just left him alone, by and large.

			But this one morning we were in the kitchen together washing the breakfast dishes. The camp didn’t have a dishwasher, God forbid there should be any modern conveniences, that would have violated the whole camp aesthetic. He was washing and I was drying and stacking and we weren’t saying anything, just each doing the chore and sulking in silence. Which wasn’t my usual way, sulking out loud was how I generally handled it, but I’d come to realize this was a place where I’d be better off keeping my trap shut, no one wanted to hear from me, and they certainly didn’t want to hear any complaints from me. I’d been confronted with the phrase “whiney Jew” more than once already. So I’d learned that lesson.

			And then, out of the blue, as he handed me a wet plate, Chance said, “Tell me something, Joel. Do you hate this place as much as I do?”

			It was downright startling. He’d barely said a word up to then. I needed a second to process the question, and then I said, “At least.”

			Chance nodded and granted me that small twisted smile I came to know well. And a few years later, the whole world came to know it just as well, a sort of Chance Hardwick trademark, a significant aspect of what was said to make him such an icon of cool. A wordless, mordantly amused acknowledgment of the world’s crappiness. He was quiet for a few seconds after that, and then he said, “All the other guys seem to love it. Is there something wrong with us, do you reckon?”

			“Uh huh,” I said. “There absolutely is. It’s a serious problem. We’re not idiots.”

			Which got a rare laugh out of him. “Do you ever wish you were?”

			“An idiot? Can’t say I do.”

			“No? I do. All the time. Well, maybe not an idiot, but I wish I could fit in better. Not just here. Everywhere.”

			“You don’t fit in at home either? ”

			“Hell no.” He snorted his incredulity at the notion. Then he extended his wet hand and introduced himself. We shook. As Rick Blaine would say, it was the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

			Dorothy Goren Mckenzie (sister)

			I didn’t see that much of Chance growing up. He was living with Uncle Earl and Aunt Mary, and he’d come by once a week or so for dinner and he’d babysit me now and then or take me to a movie matinée on a Saturday afternoon, or sometimes let me come to one of his play rehearsals if I promised to be quiet. I mean, he was nice enough to me, but he acted more like an uncle than a brother, maybe. ’Cause of the age difference, I guess. And because we weren’t living in the same house.

			But he didn’t treat me like an enemy, which I guess he could’ve, seeing as how my dad and him were usually fighting like cats and dogs. I hated that, by the way. It was always tense when those two were together. And listen, it’s not like anyone ever made me choose sides or anything, but I felt like I was caught in the middle all the same. Looking back, I can’t honestly tell you who was right and who was wrong. Probably both were right and both were wrong. But at the time, I looked up to my dad, as little girls do, and I also looked up to my big brother, which is also what little girls do. So I hated that they were always fighting when they were together. It made me sick to my stomach. Literally sick to my stomach. It must’ve had the same effect on my mom, although she didn’t say so. Not to me, anyway. And you know, when I was little, like I said, I looked up to my dad, but later, when I was a teenager, we had lots of problems, him and me. Lots. Finally we were like almost completely estranged. We barely spoke at all after a certain point, and it pretty much stayed like that till the day he died. I’m not saying he was a bad man, exactly, but he wasn’t an easy person. And he probably wasn’t what you’d call a good man either. He could be awful mean. This wasn’t something I felt I could talk to my mom about. She had her own problems.

			I would have loved to have been able to confide in Chance during my high school years, he’s the one I would have naturally turned to, and I have no doubt he would’ve been sympathetic, would’ve understood better than anyone else. But he was already gone. We were in touch in one way and another, and he definitely was aware I was having problems at home, but he was in college and then he was living in New York and then LA, and long-distance phone calls were kind of a production, so I can’t say he was really there for me. He was sympathetic, he was willing to listen when he was within range, but it wasn’t possible for him to be some sort of mainstay. I had to deal with my dad on my own.

			Anyway, what I’m trying to say is, the fact that Steve Goren was my dad—my biological dad—could have been enough to make Chance dislike me when we were growing up, but it didn’t. Plus he could have resented how I’d kind of taken his place in our mom’s affections, or even pushed him out of the house. You know, new husband, new baby, there wasn’t as much time for him as there used to be. And my dad made no secret of who he cared about more. Chance became a kind of afterthought at best. If he thought about him at all. But Chance didn’t seem to blame any of that on me. He was even affectionate in his own way. I wouldn’t say he was good at it or anything—[laughs]—but he made an effort. He did more than he had to. It’s my impression he cared about me all along, and cared for me. In his own way.

			And I adored him. My beautiful big brother. He was a total mystery to me, same way I guess he was to practically everybody, but I idolized him.

			We became something like friends later, but even when he was kind of a distant figure to me, I worshiped him. From the start.

			Helen Campbell (junior high school drama coach)

			Chance signed up for the Drama Club in the ninth grade. He later—much later, when he was back in town visiting his mom and his aunt for Christmas—he told me he did it only because it was offered as an alternative to Phys Ed. In the seventh and eighth grades all the kids had to go to gym, but their last year they had a choice. Not many boys took advantage—they all loved sports, or thought they had to pretend to love ’em to prove they weren’t, you know, sissies. Effeminate. But Chance didn’t care about that stuff, and he really detested competitive games. He had no burning interest in theater, I don’t believe, not at the time. He just wanted to avoid playing sports. Which is interesting, since he was actually a terrific natural athlete. And he moved beautifully on stage. He just didn’t like all the macho stuff, the braggadocio and the physical violence that seem an unavoidable aspect of adolescent athletics.

			But that put him in a pretty good position in terms of casting. When it came to good male roles, he didn’t have a heck of a lot of competition. A handful of doughy nerds and one Greek god. I mean, who would you cast?

			Still, before he was admitted into the class, he had to audition. We used to make all the kids audition. The audition was more an initiation ritual than a real audition, of course. I can’t remember ever turning anyone down, even when they were awful. But we pretended it was a test, and the kids sometimes got a little nervous about having to perform. Partly because they apparently believed their participation might really hang in the balance, but also because performing in front of a group of people is always intimidating. I used to ask the kids to do a little wordless mime. Of their own devising. They could choose what it would consist of.

			Chance didn’t seem at all nervous before he did his little bit. Maybe he was too confident to be worried, or more likely he just didn’t care that much. He rarely seemed to care much about anything. That shrugging teenage disengagement was part of his affect no matter what was really going on inside him. Anyway, when it was his turn, he chose to do something very simple. Just pretended to eat a dish of ice cream. That’s all. He sat at an empty table at the front of the classroom and mimed eating a dish of ice cream. And it was totally riveting. We could all see the dish, his left hand steadying it. We could all see the ice cream. We could feel its icy resistance to his imaginary spoon. We could feel how cold it was when it went into his mouth, hurting his teeth, and then taste how delicious it was. His use of sense memory was completely intuitive and technically perfect. So it was obvious to me from the start that this kid had astonishing talent.

			I’m no pro, I don’t pretend to be, but I’d done a lot of community theater, and I’d worked with kids in theater classes for years, and I’d never before seen anything to compare with this. It was as if Marcel Marceau had accidentally wandered into my classroom.

			At first, I was a little concerned that, no matter how amazing he was at mime, maybe he wouldn’t be so good verbally. He was so shy, and apparently so inarticulate—a mumbler—that my worries weren’t based on nothing. But another thing I did, I always had the kids recite poetry at our first class meeting. Again, mostly just to get them used to declaiming in front of other people. And once again, he simply blew me away. He read “My Last Duchess.” That Browning thing? It was his choice, by the way…I didn’t know he was a reader, but apparently he was. A secret reader. And it was a revelation. He was shattering. The speaker of the poem became this vivid, self-deluding monster oblivious to his own malevolence. It was hair-raising. And exhilarating. For me, it was almost like what people say it was like to see Brando in I Remember Mama.

			Haley Jackson (junior high school classmate)

			I was in Chance’s first play. You might say I got his career off to its start, ha ha. It was a little one-act, a two-hander as they say. Just Chance and me. We performed it at a school assembly one afternoon.

			I honestly can’t remember much about the play itself. Not the title, not the author, not the plot. But I do remember Chance and I had to kiss in it. That was a big deal in those days. Kissing wasn’t something kids took lightly. Lots of embarrassed giggling when we read the play and realized what it would entail, as you might imagine. Actual kissing! In front of people! And with permission! My gosh! And to do it with Chance Hardwick! What an opportunity! It was like a dream come true. When I was chosen for the girl part, all the other girls were really envious, I can tell you that. Giggly, as I said, and kind of scandalized, but just oozing jealousy. We all had a crush on Chance, you know. None of us had paid him much notice in the early grades, he was so quiet and retiring. But after we’d started to develop, it suddenly hit us he had everything a teenage girl might want in a boy: He was incredibly good-looking, he was painfully shy, he was kind of mysterious, he was a little sullen without being really mean. And no acne! He was perfect.

			I always half-hoped that our rehearsals—not the ones in front of Miss Campbell, of course, but when we rehearsed just the two of us, after school, at my house, which we did several times—I always half-hoped they would turn into make-out sessions. Because we had to practice the kiss so as not to bump noses or whatever, and it seemed possible that once that got started…well, you know. And it sort of did happen, once. We got a little carried away. I mean, we didn’t do it or anything, that possibility never entered my mind and maybe never entered Chance’s mind either. In those days, at least in our school, girls didn’t do it. Or even imagine doing it. We thought we were gonna save it for when we got married. Of course, when most of us got to college we abandoned that plan, but we kept to it through most of our teens. But anyway, Chance and I did do some heavy petting that one afternoon. Well, heavyish petting. I was too shy to hold up my end, if you get what I’m saying. But it was heaven all the same. Until my mom came home and found us. She wasn’t too happy about it.

			I’d hoped there would be a repeat, but there never was. I don’t know why. Maybe because my mom scared Chance so bad he was afraid to risk it.

			For the rest of my life, though, I’ve been able to brag that I starred in a play with Chance Hardwick, and that he and I made out one afternoon on my parents’ couch. So you could say my life hasn’t been completely wasted. [laughs]

			Helen Campbell

			At the end of the school year, we put on a real play. I mean, a week-long run, performances at night, parents came, kids came, even some locals who were just curious. We did Our Town. Not an especially original or interesting choice, I realize. But, heck, it’s a nice, simple play with nice, simple emotions, and everyone can relate to it, and back then it wasn’t quite the cliché it’s become. And anyway, it was hard to find plays we could cast. Basically we had to dragoon boys into our productions. They really didn’t want to participate, most of ’em. It wasn’t just that they preferred sports—our big end-of-school-year productions didn’t conflict, they were extracurricular—it was just, I don’t know, it wasn’t anything they were interested in. And they found performing like that embarrassing. It was amazing how these cocky, strutting boys would become awkward and shy and mumbly when they had to get up on stage, but that’s how it was. Still, we somehow managed to get the thing populated. We always did in the end. I think word may have gotten out that it was a good, unpressured way to spend time with girls. By age fourteen, that was becoming an issue for them.

			I cast Chance in the role of stage manager, which was kind of a no-brainer. He had the presence, he had the charisma, he had the chops. And he was so good, I did something I’d never done before and have never done since. See, I was in a community theater group, we did amateur theatricals, it was a lot of fun even though our work wasn’t anything to write home about. Some of us believed we were better than we actually were, but we weren’t. Anyway, I went to the guy in charge of the thing—a fellow with the glorified title of “company manager”—and told him he ought to include Chance in our company. It was all grown-ups, so this was sort of unprecedented, but I had no doubt he would be a great addition. He’d probably be the best actor in our group from day one.

			I had to pester the guy before he gave in. He wasn’t inclined to pay me any heed, even though I taught theater and should have been expected to know something about it. Which I did, by the way. I’d wanted to be an actress as a girl, and it was tough to realize I just didn’t have the talent. But along the way I’d done my share of studying and reading, I knew a lot of plays, I knew a lot about acting theory. And I could damn well recognize talent when I saw it.

			When I mentioned the possibility to Chance, he pretty much jumped at it. I’m sure there are people around here who’ll tell you how shy he was, what a loner he was, how closed off and private he was. Well, it’s a bunch of malarkey. If you met him halfway, he was as open and voluble as any teenager you might want to meet. He had a great laugh, and he was even willing to confide some of his feelings in you. More than many teenagers in that regard, in fact. At a certain point I thought of him as being as much a friend as a student.

			Well, Dick finally let Chance audition, and while his age made it difficult for him to be part of our company—he couldn’t play our contemporaries, for goodness sake, the age difference was too obvious, so we could only use him when the play called for an adolescent—but Dick had to admit the kid was really good. He didn’t want to admit how good, because then he would have lost face, he would have had to concede I was right. I think he always felt competitive with me, so disagreements like this often became little power struggles. But he admitted Chance was good enough to act with us.

			And then…well, I’m a little reluctant to talk about this. Aside from being embarrassing to some people who are still alive, there might even be legal jeopardy involved. But, well, you can imagine, this beautiful boy, all these grown-ups around. Grown-ups who looked at him and responded with pure appetite. Some of the men as well as some of the women, I’m sorry to report. And I’m not going to say much more than that on this particular subject, but suffice it to say I believe Chance lost his virginity the summer he joined our repertory company.

			And you know, I know about his fan clubs, and I read about that woman in black who’s always laying flowers on his grave, and I think about how, even before he was famous, before he was even grown up, the level of lust he inspired in people, and I have a sense of what they mean by the phrase “animal magnetism.” Chance had it. He simply had it. In addition to his good looks. It was something else, something extra. And completely involuntary. It wasn’t something he exercised. I don’t believe he was even aware of it back then. And looking back, I suppose I wasn’t immune to it either, although I certainly wouldn’t have dreamed of acting on it. I was his teacher, after all. You don’t do that kind of thing.

			Derek Stephens (actor in Downtown Players)

			Chance was a bit of a disturbing element in our little theater troupe. So young and so beautiful. When he joined, it was like an injection of pure energy.

			See, up to then, we were just a group of hobbyists, basically. I mean, it was like a club more than a professional company. Everyone had a day job, or no job at all. I was manager at the bank, Helen taught school, Dick Dolphy owned one of the cafés downtown, Amy McCandless was a waitress there, and so on. We had fun putting on plays, and because there wasn’t any real theater in the area, people came to see us. No serious competition except for the one movie theater. For live performance, we were the only game in town. So we obviously didn’t have to set our sights very high. I don’t mean to suggest we were bad, just that we weren’t especially slick. 

			All right, all right, we were pretty bad, I admit it. But it was also a case of…see, we’d been in operation for six or seven years by this time, and a certain, I guess you might call it lethargy was starting to take over. A certain routine. A kind of “who cares?” attitude. Our audiences weren’t particularly discerning. They seemed to prefer the non-adventurous fare. Safe stuff. Whenever we tried something modern or modestly experimental, we tended to have a hard time filling the house. Ditto with Shakespeare, by the way. So it was becoming a challenge to take ourselves at all seriously. And now, all of a sudden, having this beautiful young boy join us and then discovering how talented he was, well, it just made all of us try to up our game. It was like a shot of pure adrenaline.

			By the way, I don’t believe Chance was entirely unaware of the effect he was having on everybody. He was a bit of a minx, truth be told. Looking at you with those deep, soulful eyes of his. And not everybody shared my scruples. My lips are sealed otherwise. I’m just saying the poor boy was plunged into a sexual maelstrom. He may have had some minimal notion of what was happening—he knew and he didn’t know is how I’d describe the situation—but I doubt he had the tools to navigate it. He was still a child, and his sense of his own erotic power was doubtless rather inchoate. I’m sure he enjoyed the effect he was having, and was willing to use it—he could be a seductive little rascal—but I don’t think he had the vaguest idea how destabilizing it could prove to be in the grown-up world. Not at first at least.

			I’m thinking especially of the period during our production of Tea and Sympathy, the first play we did after he’d been added to the company. We chose the play specifically to make use of his being in the group, we figured we might as well find a piece with a good solid part for someone that age. But you can probably see how fraught the situation might become with a play like that. Especially if the actors take their work home with them, as the old saying goes. Well, one thing led to another. Beyond that, I’m not uttering a word. Least said, soonest mended, as another old saying goes.

			Amy McCandless (actor in Downtown Players)

			I played Laura Reynolds in our production of Tea and Sympathy. Chance was Tom.

			Have you talked to Derek? I know he loves to gossip. I don’t know what he’s told you, but I’m sure it was tawdry. That’s Derek for you. Behind that refined exterior, that gentleman banker manner, there’s a mean little snake. Besides, I think he was jealous of my relationship with Chance. I don’t mean to imply anything unnatural by the way. Everyone in the company was crazy about Chance, everyone wanted to be his friend. He had that kind of charisma. Just drew you right in.

			But the thing is, there was gossip about Chance and me, even at the time, and I’m not saying Derek started it because I don’t know that, but I have no doubt he was happy to pass it along to all and sundry. And it’s utter nonsense. Chance and I grew very close during the rehearsals and the run of the play. I don’t deny it. If anything I’m proud of it. I think I played an important role in his life at that time. He needed a grown-up he could talk to. But there was never anything…improper about it, or carnal. He was just a kid. Fourteen years old. A beautiful boy, of course, a Caravaggio youth, but it would have been impossible for me to think about him that way. Chance and I, we had a friendship for sure, and I guess it was a friendship that kind of mirrored or reflected the relationship in the play in some ways. But goodness gracious, not what happens at the final curtain! That would never have occurred to me. Or if it ever did, I would have dismissed it from my mind immediately. He confided in me, and I did care about him deeply, and I felt a responsibility for him because he needed someone to feel a responsibility for him. His mom was kind of an absent figure in his life, and his aunt cared deeply about him—I think she adored him—but she wasn’t the sort of person who could fathom what was going on inside such a beautiful, delicate soul.
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“A hell of a story. A teenaged kid in the Midwest becomes an aspiring actor in New
York, a movie star in Hollywood, and an enigmatic mystery in the end. Who was he?
Nobody saw him in the same way. I loved it

, screenwriter of Blade Runner and Unforgiven
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