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  PREFACE


  “Most people are never lucky enough to hang out with their heroes, but tonight I’m so fortunate to share the stage with someone who has greatly inspired and entertained me for years. Ladies and gentlemen…Mickey Rourke!”


  With those words, I introduced the comeback king of Hollywood at a Q&A following the British Academy screening in Los Angeles of his life-changing movie The Wrestler. The large crowd got to its feet, clapping and cheering, giving an almost deafening ovation to show huge appreciation and sweet affection for a star who was finally receiving the recognition his immense talent deserved.


  Every year, during what Hollywood calls “awards season,” I interview the big movie stars in the running for the film industry’s glittering prizes at special screenings held for the various groups who vote for these awards. The likes of Helen Mirren, Cate Blanchett, Javier Bardem, and Viggo Mortensen would take their turns talking to me and the audience about their prestigious projects. But it always seemed as if someone was missing from this annual glory circuit, and that was the most utterly mesmerizing and intriguing actor of his generation.


  When Mickey Rourke burst onto the scene over twenty-five years ago, he made an instant impact in movies like 9½ Weeks and Rumble Fish, and he was widely hailed as the most exciting new acting talent since James Dean or Marlon Brando. Fans like me certainly thought so and expected a string of Oscars, BAFTAs and blockbusters to follow. But a self-destructive tendency of almost Shakespearian proportion meant it didn’t work out that way.


  A succession of disastrous choices derailed his Hollywood career. His reputation for fighting with producers, showing up late to sets, not sticking to the script, bad-mouthing colleagues, and raising hell wherever he went served to burn all his bridges in Tinseltown. He looked washed-up, a has-been who would never return to the big time.


  Mickey then made the extraordinary decision to change careers and become a professional boxer. He won his fights but lost his Hollywood looks, with the features that made him famous battered to a pulp. Some freaky facial surgery didn’t help. After retiring from the ring, a need for cash motivated his return to acting, but a succession of dud films looked to have finished him off for good. He had two broken marriages behind him, lost his brother to cancer, was all alone in the world, and had nothing going for him except his enduring talent.


  But there’s still magic in the Hollywood hills and sometimes it only takes one or two great performances to turn an actor’s fortunes around and put him back on top. First came his stunning supporting role as tough but tender vigilante Marv in 2005’s Sin City. Then, late in 2008, the buzz about Mickey’s lead performance in a low-budget but high-quality new movie entitled The Wrestler– sparked by glowing reviews and film festival prizes – rapidly grew into a crescendo that screamed from the rooftops one loudand clear message: “Mickey is back!”


  The title character he played, Randy “The Ram” Robinson, a once-great wrestler now seemingly past his prime and beaten down by life but looking for a return to the big time, had so many parallels with Mickey’s own roller-coaster life that it was hard to see where the character began and the man playing him ended.


  The critics raved about his career-reviving performance and as he did the rounds of press conferences, Q&As, and personal appearances to promote the movie, Mickey not only found himself in the running for Best Actor Oscar but also realized there had been a silent army of Mickey Rourke fans out there who were now emerging from the shadows to shake his hand and share their enthusiasm for his current success.


  I was one of them. As an international showbiz reporter for Britain’s biggest newspapers, I have covered Mickey’s headline-hitting career for two decades, attending his countless entertaining press conferences around the globe. As a fan, I bought tickets to his fights, became a frequent customer at the tiny café he used to own, and eagerly went to see every single one of his films, even those most people have never heard of – like Picture Claire, Fall Time, and the killer insect movie They Crawl.


  For those of us who had followed his career so closely, it was a great thrill when The Wrestler saw this dazzling and charismatic performer rebound from the wilderness to the big time.


  And so it was that, as one of the actors in contention for honors, he set foot on the awards circuit and our paths crossed, for the first time in years, at that British Academy of Film and Television Arts LA screening of The Wrestler. Mickey didn’t disappoint. He was everything I expected – tall and solid, moving with a tough guy swagger, shaking hands with sausage-like fingers, and showing up with a little dog and a large entourage. The dog was Loki, a seventeen-year-old Chihuahua that had become his constant companion, and the lively entourage included action star Jason Statham, model Lisa Snowdon, and wrestling legend Rowdy Roddy Piper. Mickey was flamboyantly dressed, as usual, and I was, too, which prompted my hero to greet me with the words, “Have you been raiding my closet?”


  Fascinated to see the once down-and-out actor who had suddenly become Hollywood’s darling again, the packed crowd hung on his every word as Mickey related his comeback tale to me on stage, then graciously answered all the audience questions and seemingly shook every hand. The event ran way over time, but not a single person left before the end.


  Off stage, Mickey and I talked more about how far he’d come and what an extraordinary life he’d had. It’s been quite a journey, and I hope you’ll enjoy reading about it over the course of the following chapters.


  Mickey Rourke: Wrestling with Demons uncovers many fresh and fascinating stories about one of the most colorful figures in film history. From the night he set his home on fire to the day he trembled while having his ear pierced, it’s all here, along with behind-the-scenes revelations from his films, including the movie he made in return for a paper bag stuffed with cash and the film for which he got into character by boarding a plane dressed as a woman.


  Written with affection and insight but at the same timepulling no punches, this book aims to be a worthy tribute to, and an entertaining document of, a turbulent life lived from one huge drama to another by a bewitching actor who is as talented as he is troubled.


  Mickey, thanks for the memories and all the great moments still to come.


  Sandro Monetti

  Beverly Hills, California, Summer 2010


  1

  THE NIGHTMARE YEARS


  Desperate, broken down, and battered by setbacks, Mickey Rourke slumped to his knees in a New York church and prayed to a wooden sculpture of St Jude for the strength to stop himself doing what he was about to do.


  He had come to 42nd Street’s Church of the Holy Cross one damp, dreadful day in the mid-1990s feeling at his lowest ebb and looking for guidance from, appropriately, the patron saint of lost causes. Now, with his acting career all washed up, his money gone, and his wife, Carré Otis, walking out on him, Mickey was tormented by both suicidal and murderous thoughts.


  He had a pistol in his pocket and a revenge plan in mind to do some serious harm to a man he says attacked his estranged wife. And, after that, he’d maybe turn the gun on himself.


  The pain in his head felt unbearable as he reflected on the mess his life had become and how he had driven away the beautiful woman he loved so much. From his other pocket Mickey took a handwritten letter of apology he had written to Carré. Reading the sad note over and over again, he wondered if these would be the last words he would ever write.


  Then he suddenly felt a reassuring hand on his shoulder. He turned and looked into the kindly eyes of the parish priest. Father Peter Colapietro was used to seeing despairing downand-outs show up at the rundown, red-brick church. On this occasion, though, he immediately recognized this tormented soul as the fallen movie star who a decade earlier had been one of Hollywood’s biggest names, thanks to films like 9½ Weeks, Rumble Fish, and one that the priest had seen fifteen times, Angel Heart.


  Father Peter had Mickey tell him his troubles and then got him to hand over the gun after asking: “Where in the Bible does it say, ‘Vengeance is mine, says Mickey Rourke?’” They lit a candle together and the priest assured the actor, long a man of faith, that God would give him the strength he needed. Father Peter watched Mickey fold and carefully place the note to Carré behind St. Jude’s statue and then led him to the rectory where he started a conversation with the desolate star, gently asking what had led him to such a dark place in his life.


  It was a story that started only a few miles away across New York, but left a legacy of pain that has stayed with Mickey forever.


  * * *


  Mickey Rourke has not had a birthday party since he was six. That was the year his parents split up, and he has not felt like celebrating since then. He has described his upbringing as “unusual, crazy and violent” and says if he had the choice of living his childhood all over again, he would rather not have been born.


  Life was a struggle from the start for Philip Andre RourkeJr. who, just like his character in The Wrestler, Robin Robinson, avoids using his given name. He came to be known as Mickey due to a combination of his family’s Irish ancestry (the ancestors came from Cork) and his father being a huge fan of baseball star Mickey Mantle.


  Mickey Rourke was born in Schenectady, New York, on 16 September 1956 according to his official biography, although other sources, including police arrest records and school files in Miami, state he entered the world in 1952. Many actors shave a few years off their age to avoid being considered too old for certain roles, but Mickey may have confused a few other biographical details, too, more of which later.


  His earliest memories were of constant rows between his mother Ann, a housewife and sometime nurse, and his father, Philip Sr., an imposing figure, an amateur bodybuilder who had held the Mr. New York title. Working as a carpenter, groundskeeper, and janitor at the local golf club, his father spent his free time either lifting weights or lifting a beer glass.


  Mickey was closer to his dad and loved how big and strong he was. He loved touching his father on the upper arm as a signal to Phil, who would delight the boy by immediately then flexing his muscle. The young Mickey was a funny looking kid with big protruding ears and his appearance gave no hint that he would grow up to become a heart-throb movie star. Those ears seemed forever to be picking up the painful sound of his parents’ conflict.


  Phil and Ann would have many loud and violent arguments and their bust-ups often got too much for young Mickey, who would run downstairs and take sanctuary in the basement apartment of his maternal grandmother. He frequently sat on the faded couch in front of her TV set, watching his favorite show, The Little Rascals, with a plate of homemade cookies at his side, trying to shut the anger upstairs out of his mind.


  Things eventually reached a breaking point in the marriage, with his mother and grandmother moving out and taking Mickey, his younger brother Joey, and little sister Patti with them to start a new life in Miami. The children were initially told they were just going on a sunshine vacation and their father would join them in Florida in due course.


  But the night before Ann left home, Phil took Mickey aside and told him he would never be coming home because his mother was splitting up the family. The boy felt furious, let down, confused, and resentful. Unable then to grasp the complexities of adult relationships, he was extremely unhappy with his mother for taking him away. He didn’t want to go but had no choice, and his mood wasn’t helped when he found himself moving from motel to motel after their arrival in Miami.


  His mother eventually took over a Laundromat there and the family lived in the back rooms. Mickey started at a new school nearby but had no interest in lessons and spent his time daydreaming rather than studying. He missed his dad and often kept with him an old black-and-white photograph of Phil in a bodybuilding pose – both arms raised and muscles pumped. It was the only glimpse of his father he would have for two decades.


  As if the new surroundings weren’t unsettling enough, just a year after the big move his now divorced mother got marriedagain, to a widowed police detective named Gene Addis, who provided Mickey with five older stepbrothers. But Mickey didn’t want anyone taking his father’s place. “A year…a year!” he would say incredulously. He is ashamed to say that he gradually came to call Gene “Daddy,” but theirs wasn’t a happy relationship.


  When he was eight years old, his class mates were all making Valentine cards to take home to their parents and Mickey got so upset that his teacher eventually told him he didn’t have to write “To Dad” on his.


  The joining of the Addis and Rourke clans sounded like the set-up in the classic TV sitcom The Brady Bunch. But the way Mickey remembers life back then, it was more like living in the Manson family. Gene was strict with him, Joey, and Patti, just as he was with his own children. But Mickey hated his tough guy ways. He quickly came to loathe his stepfather and has claimed on several occasions that he was bullied and beaten by the man he calls “the violent cop who screwed me up.”


  Mickey has often been close to tears when relating tales of the abuse he claims he suffered at Gene’s hands, saying in various interviews it was like Halloween 3 and that he was the victim of “nightmarish atrocities.” But he refuses to say exactly what abuse he suffered – except that it wasn’t sexual – and insists he will share that private information only with the therapist who has been helping him come to terms with his past.


  Hitting children to keep them in line was a lot more common back then, in the 1960s, than it is in these politically correct times, but Gene Addis, who is now eighty-two, still living in Miami, and divorced from Mickey’s mother, insists he was never abusive, just a strict disciplinarian. He says Mickey has exaggerated his past but he loves him, always has, and wishes he would get back in touch. But Mickey has had nothing to do with him for years and has no plans to change that state of affairs.


  Mickey is also estranged from his mother, who now has Alzheimer’s disease and lives in a nursing home. He could never get over how Ann would turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to his complaints about the bad treatment he was receiving from her new husband. The star cut off communication with her for a long time after he first started making money in movies and she requested that he buys her a $150,000 house. They ceased talking for good after the death of his brother Joey, who had also resented her for breaking up the family.


  While his brother, who fixed motorbikes, and sister, who became a beautician, would remain in Mickey’s life, that wasn’t the case with his stepbrothers. He never felt close to them. As kids, the boys would sleep in the same room in triple-decker bunk beds, and whenever Mickey fell out of his top bunk, which happened a few times, his stepbrothers would laugh at him.


  Their tastes were completely different, too. His stepbrothers absolutely loved wrestling and would go and watch the sport all the time. But Mickey had a terrible disdain for it and wouldn’t change his mind about the sport until he starred in The Wrestler four decades later.


  Brother Joey and sister Patti seemed to adapt better to the new environment than Mickey did. He craved the love and support of his mother but resented the way she was sharing her time and attention with her new husband and stepchildren. Hisgrandmother was always there with a comforting arm around his shoulder or a loving smile but, apart from that, the youngster felt largely lost and bewildered. He would rather have lived in a prison than in that house.


  So Mickey simply retreated and lived in his head. He felt he was living in a family that was beyond dysfunctional and remembers walking along the street one day thinking, “What am I doing living with these weird people?”


  The frustration finally poured out of him when he had his first fistfight at the age of ten. In the school playground a boy came over and started kicking him. Mickey, a quiet and submissive child up until that point, suddenly snapped and started raining blows on his tormentor, giving him a severe beating. He might not have been able to strike back at home, but he decided from then on to wage war on anybody who picked on him elsewhere.


  Depressed by his home life and feeling out of place at school, where he generally got D and F grades and excelled only in physed, the youngster took to spending time on the streets. These were bleak times, which he refers to in interviews as “my nightmare years.” Searching for the feeling of belonging he failed to find at home, young Mickey took to hanging out with a gang of hard-up local kids, started dressing the way they did, and became part of their street urchin, petty criminal lifestyle. Like his new pals, he developed a defiance of authority and a total inability to conform, which meant he was always getting into trouble, especially with the teachers at school. He got into lots of fights and once took revenge on five young thugs who had beaten up his brother Joey by hunting each of them down separately and giving them a battering in return. Mickey would continue to be protective of Joey for many years, always paying his medical bills and getting him the best treatment as his little brother fought a long battle against cancer.


  But back then, Mickey was doing too much scrapping in the streets for the liking of his disciplinarian stepdad. Gene felt he needed to find another outlet for the boy’s aggression. So, in a bid to keep his twelve-year-old stepson out of trouble, he signed him up for boxing lessons at Miami’s world-famous Fifth Street Gym, where the great Muhammad Ali trained for his world title fights.


  No matter what wrongs Gene may have done Mickey, this particular idea was a master stroke. The boy was immediately seduced by the fight scene and soon decided to take up amateur boxing. Over the next few years, he fought in the Police Athletic League, a common starting point for young American boxers, as a 146-lb welterweight, sometimes under the name Andre Rourke and other times as “Mick the Slasher.” He displayed real talent for the sport and claims to have KO’ed twelve consecutive opponents in the first round on his way to compiling an amateur boxing record of twenty-seven wins – seventeen by knock-out – and just three defeats – none by being knocked out.


  I say “claims” because several sources believe Mickey has exaggerated his amateur boxing achievements in Florida and the available records don’t go back far enough to allow his fight statistics to be checked.


  Mickey also claims to have spent part of his childhood in Liberty City, a tough Miami ghetto known back then for its slums, drugs, and riots. His stepfather, however, claims they never livedthere. Local telephone directories from Mickey’s teenage years place the family in a far more pleasant and affluent area of Miami, at the corner of Prairie Avenue and 47th Street.


  What is undoubtedly true is that Mickey had a real passion for boxing and saw the sport as a chance to release all the anger that had been bubbling away inside him. It was around this time that he began to imagine a future for himself as a professional boxer. He had certainly learned from the best. During the five years he spent training at the Fifth Street Gym, Mickey watched Muhammad Ali at close quarters, learning many masterful moves by studying the champion that he, and many others, believe to be the greatest boxer who ever lived. He started to mimic Ali’s “float like a butterfly, sting like a bee” style in the ring.


  His fascination with the boxing legend continued outside the gym. He would watch Ali doing morning training runs on a nearby golf course and, at night, the teenager would go to Wolfie’s Coffee Shop in South Beach and look on, star-struck, as the champ ate with fellow boxers such as Jerry Quarry and Jimmy Ellis.


  Ali noticed his young fan hanging around and one day gave Mickey a much-prized present – a pair of shorts that he had worn in the ring. Young Mickey couldn’t believe it. He treasured the white satin trunks with gold stripes down the side and resolved to keep the priceless gift forever. So he wasn’t exactly pleased a few days later to find his mother had thrown them away because they were covered in blood. His subsequent confrontation with Ann marked the first time Mickey ever swore at his mother.


  But his stepfather continued to be the main focus of his rage. Following all his workouts at the gym, Mickey had the strength and the skills to stand up to Gene. Although they continued to argue, it never ended with the future film star and fighter punching him out. The closest they came was when Mickey was sixteen and in the throes of an especially blazing row with Gene at home. His stepfather challenged Mickey to step outside and fight him like a man, but the youngster declined the invitation.


  While it was the opportunity he had long wanted, Mickey reasoned that his 145-lb frame was no match for Gene, who was well over 200 lbs and, being good with his hands, could do him some serious damage in a proper fight. Mickey regrets he didn’t even try to let him have it back then. It could be argued he has been unloading his anger at Gene ever since.


  He went back to the gym, the one place he felt at home, and worked towards his dream of making it as a professional boxer. But his unprofessional attitude let him down. It gradually became clear that while Mickey loved the sport and possessed impressive ring skills, he just didn’t have the necessary discipline and commitment. He would stay out all night getting wasted. When he went to the gym and his trainer asked if he had been out on his daily morning run, Mickey would lie, say that he had, when, in fact, he had only just stumbled in after long hours partying with pals.


  It was a health scare that eventually persuaded Mickey to throw in the towel on his boxing dreams. He suffered two concussions – one while sparring in 1969 with Cuban former world welterweight champion Luis Rodriguez, and another when competing in a 1971 tournament for promising amateur fighters. Mickey was scared by what happened to him after thoseincidents. He would find himself standing in the street, suddenly not knowing where he was going.


  After the second concussion, doctors told him to take a year off from the sport and rest. His trainer wanted him to continue with boxing after that and move to the great fighting city of Philadelphia to improve his boxing skills. But the fear of permanent brain damage put him off a career in the ring. Mickey decided to give up boxing and look for something else to do with his life.


  Had he stuck with boxing, Mickey says, he would never have become an actor. But the decision to give up the sport was one he would nevertheless regret. It troubled him for years – so much so, that he would make an unlikely return to the ring two decades later.


  Mickey had been a good football player at school but decided to give up that contact sport too, in view of his boxing injury. He had no future prospects, either, in the other sport in which he excelled – baseball – having blown his big chance when some big league talent scouts visited the school looking for new players.


  Mickey’s performance at first base had really caught several eyes – so much so that he was asked to coach a group of younger kids at Miami Beach Senior High School for a while, a job he took in order to get what he called his “Friday and Saturday night going out money.” But his Little League team was very successful, thanks largely to Mickey’s knowledge of the sport and to his third baseman Andy Garcia, the future movie star, who batted .600. The fact that Mickey never made the progress he should have in playing baseball was primarily due to his problem with authority figures. If anyone over thirty told him to do something, he invariably wouldn’t do it.


  One of those authority figures was the school’s senior baseball coach, the highly respected Skip Bertman, who had brought a long-hoped-for championship to the school and would go on to be voted into the sport’s Hall of Fame as one of the best US school and college baseball coaches of all time.


  Mickey was a gifted player, but would constantly defy Bertman’s authority by provoking him and showing a lack of respect. The coach took his revenge by dropping Mickey from the team at that critical moment when the scouts descended on the school. Some people would never get over a disappointment like that, but Mickey now realizes it was his own fault and he was hurting himself with his bad attitude.


  Mickey was a rebel in the way he dressed as well. Instead of the latest fashions worn by the cool kids around Miami, Mickey and his brother Joey favored flamboyant, multi-colored clothes. They would strut around like peacocks and you can imagine the kind of names they were called by the local tough kids – name calling that stopped when Joey hit one of the bigmouths with a baseball bat.


  Mickey’s eccentric fashion sense, which continues to this day, was raised to new and outlandish levels after he graduated from Miami Beach Senior High School in 1971. The favorite items in his closet included platform shoes, satin pants, and women’s blouses, some of which were borrowed from his mother. Completing his androgynous look was the way he wore his hair then, long and dyed blond. He has no idea why he dressed like that, other thanwanting to look as cool as his idol, Elvis Presley, and a feeling that he needed to fit in with his friends, who all dressed in the same way and were equally directionless as to their future prospects.


  Mickey left home as soon as he could and shared rooms with three of those pals at Miami’s Wild West Hotel. Given their colorful dress and close friendship, many people, not surprisingly, thought they were gay. But Mickey and his friends were into women. In fact, there was nothing else on their minds, except for maybe acting cool and getting high. They would go to the 48th Street beach all morning, get tanned and chat up babes, sleep in the afternoon, and hit the town at night, cruising around Miami, smoking joints and checking out the talent.


  Mickey didn’t get hooked on drugs in those beach bum days, and claims he hasn’t since, despite the odd fling. Young Mickey’s head was certainly clear enough to know he couldn’t drift through life forever and needed to find a job. The problem was he couldn’t find anything that interested him. He was too bored to remain in his job as a ditch digger for the Miami-Dade Power and Light Company and subsequently drifted into a string of other jobs – such as hotel parking lot attendant and restaurant busboy – that were short lived because he would quit in frustration or get fired for having a bad attitude. He worked at a shooting range picking up bullet casings, but had to leave that job when he developed lead poisoning.


  His attempt at being an electrician lasted only a day because he couldn’t figure out how to work a machine he was asked to operate and didn’t like that it kept giving him electric shocks. The future film star was an usher in a movie theater for a while but lost that job when he got into a violent fight with another usher who had hit him over the head with his flashlight for fun.


  Mickey was between jobs when Gary Cox, an old friend from his high school football team, approached him on the beach one day with a startling and life-altering proposition: “Would you like to give acting a try?” Gary was now going to the University of Miami and directing a play there. One of the students had dropped out and he thought Mickey would make an ideal replacement in the now vacant role, that of a brawny tough guy. Mickey pointed out that he didn’t go to the University of Miami, but his pal said that didn’t matter because no one would notice.


  Mickey hadn’t shown any interest in acting back at Miami Beach Senior High School, unlike fellow pupils and future film stars Ellen Barkin and the aforementioned Andy Garcia, who were in lower grades. But he had developed an interest in watching movies ever since his English teacher, Zelda Glazer, showed him the first film he ever saw, A Place in the Sun. She screened the 1951 classic twice for her class of underachievers, which included Mickey, and he remembers being fascinated by the performance of leading man Montgomery Clift. Another film that fascinated him as a child was Mutiny on the Bounty, starring Marlon Brando. In 2010, that inspirational teacher’s writer-director son, Mitch Glazer, gave Mickey the lead role in Passion Play.


  But Mickey’s acting career might never have happened at all had the youngster not agreed, with little else to do, to check out Gary Cox’s play by attending a rehearsal. Deathwatch by Jean Genet was about three prison inmates vying for leadership of their cell. Mickey got up on stage to read the role of GreenEyes, one of the prisoners, was immediately hooked on acting, and agreed to do the show. He recalled, “I really liked it. I don’t think I was very good, you know, but it was like, hey, this is a great feeling. Whatever this is, this is neat.”


  Mickey repeated the role at another local theater, enjoyed himself even more, thought it was the most worthwhile thing he had done in quite some time, and began to think acting could be the career for him. He reasoned, “I pretty much lived in my mind anyway. I thought it would be real nice to be in a different place, to be somebody else, and I needed to do something else.” That was because his career options had come down to either acting or crime. His friends told him crime offered much greater guarantees of making money.


  Mickey gave the gangster life a try, becoming a driver for some tough types and mixing with acquaintances who had graduated from petty crime to more serious activities. When Mickey accompanied them on a drug deal one day, he found himself caught up in a gunfight as bullets suddenly whizzed by his head. He was smart enough to realize that sticking with this line of work could get him killed.


  Acting seemed a much safer option and an opportunity presented itself when a theater company in Chicago offered Mickey an apprenticeship, saying he could learn to act while making scenery. But he turned it down because he wasn’t interested in building sets. He also eventually admitted to not being able to hammer a nail, so he went back to hanging out at the beach with his friends and wondering if there was an easier way to break into acting. Gary Cox, who cast him in Deathwatch, and went on to work as a waiter, had suggested he move to New York, which is where people went to become actors. It was certainly something to consider.


  It was during a long talk about the future with one of his closest friends, Stoney Curtis – so named because he looked like Tony Curtis and loved getting stoned – that he came up with a firm plan. Mickey announced to his pal, “I’m gonna move to New York and become an actor there.”


  So that’s what he did. He said goodbye to his colorful Miami friends – who presented him with a going away present of a baseball bat to use to ward off troublemakers in New York – got on a plane for the first time in his life, and with $400 in his pocket, which was borrowed from his sister Patti who was working at the local McDonald’s, headed off to a hopefully bright future.


  Looking for somewhere to stay in the Big Apple, he visited a number of addresses of people his grandmother used to know, only to find they had moved away or the buildings weren’t even there anymore. One place he did know existed was the world-famous Actors’ Studio where he had heard that one of his favorite movie stars, Steve McQueen, had studied. So he picked up his suitcases, got in a cab and headed there. Mickey walked in, told the people inside that he had come to New York to be an actor but had little cash and no place to stay. They were nice enough to recommend some cheap hotels favored by a lot of starving actors. He tried the Albert first and then the Earl before settling on a $38-a-week attic room at the Marlton on West 8th Street in Greenwich Village. That’s where he would stay for the next few years.


  Nervous about some of the bizarre characters he had seen in the hotel, Mickey took his baseball bat to bed with him every night. For the first month, he felt shy and alone. He knew nobody in the big city. Meanwhile, he had no money other than his accommodation expenses and would occasionally steal candy bars just to survive.


  Things improved when a friend from Miami, Little Eddie, joined him at the Marlton. While Mickey had come to the Big Apple to be an actor, his friend’s dream was to become a gangster. But with neither of those positions immediately available, they went out to look for other work together and both got jobs for a while working as attendants at a nearby parking lot.


  Little Eddie was a 4ft-8in-tall Cuban whose toughness had been almost legendary in Miami. He was such a fearless character that he once stood up in a movie theater, where several other filmgoers were loudly talking during the picture, and demanded that everyone should sit down and shut the fuck up. They did.


  Little Eddie had used the McDonald’s where Patti Rourke worked as his unofficial office. Mickey went storming in there one day to confront him after one of his other friends had been beaten up by the tiny tough guy. When he demanded to know why he’d done it, the Cuban coolly replied, “Because he’s a punk.” Mickey thought about it, realized his pal was a punk, and decided he liked this weird little character. They became firm friends from that moment and Eddie always backed him up – once even coming to his rescue when four much bigger guys were beating up Mickey in the street.


  The Cuban shared Mickey’s bizarre fashion sense, too, and when they found themselves together in New York, the compadres from Miami broke out the old extravagant outfits. They made quite a sight walking along together through Greenwich Village in their glam rock gear, Little Eddie on the sidewalk and Mickey in the street to minimize the height difference whenever a girl went past. They had a fun time until Little Eddie moved away to Connecticut, much to Mickey’s disappointment.


  With his friend gone, Mickey would hit the town alone in his brightly colored clothes, looking like a David Bowie wannabe, and was soon fighting off advances from the neighborhood homosexuals who presumed he was trawling for sex. He recalled in a later magazine interview, “I was so fucking naïve walking around in my Cuban high-heeled shoes and my fucking stardust outfit that I didn’t realize the cool boys on the corner were eyeballing me because they wanted to get down.”


  Mickey thought he looked so cool and well dressed that one day he walked into the Ford Modeling Agency and asked for a job. He didn’t get past the receptionist who looked at him as if he were nuts. But he really did need some kind of paying work if he was to survive in the big city. Thoughts of acting seemed to be forgotten as he bounced from one bizarre job to another. One of the oddest jobs he took was as an attack-dog agitator, wearing a skimpy leather patch on his arm and encouraging Doberman Pinschers to sink their teeth into it as part of their guard dog training. “That was one of my favorite ones,” he laughed, “provoking a killer dog.”


  He also worked for the brothels on 42nd Street, supervising the team of young men from Puerto Rico who handed out flyerson the street by making sure they did their job and didn’t get beaten up or chased off by pimps. He then lost his job parking cars at a valet service because he kept crashing them as he struggled to back the vehicles into tiny spaces.


  All these low-paid jobs provided valuable life experience which would later be poured into his acting when he came to play characters with the odds stacked against them. Other actors who find work straight out of school for a teen series or soap opera never get that kind of insight.


  But Mickey wasn’t thinking back then about how lucky he was. Instead, he was battling just to scrape together enough money to pay for the fast food, potato chips, and chocolate bars which made up his diet. He knew nothing about nutrition back then and his teeth were rotting. He was also struggling to pay his bill at the rundown hotel where he was living. His grandmother would send him a few dollars each month, and the cash was vital to Mickey, who would show up hours early at the Western Union office waiting to get his check.


  It was a lonely time for Mickey with no close buddies around and no girlfriend. He was shy around the big city girls and didn’t know how to talk to them. They certainly didn’t come running as they would when he became famous. When he did hook up with women, they looked nothing like the glamorous models and actresses who would later choose to spend time with him.


  His life back then was as much a mess as was his room at the Marlton, which looked as rough as some of the girls he took back to it. The chambermaids would sometimes refuse to clean the room because it was left in such squalor. With little cash, direction, or prospects, it seemed a hopeless situation. But hope was about to walk into Mickey’s life in the form of a kindly man who put him on the right track.


  The great philosopher Albert Schweitzer once said, “Sometimes our light goes out but is blown again into flame by an encounter with another human being. Each of us owes the deepest thanks to those who have rekindled this inner light.” Mickey owed his thanks to the night manager at the Marlton, Carl Montgomery, who befriended him and made him think seriously again about becoming an actor. Carl was a huge theater buff who would talk with great enthusiasm to the young hotel guest about the plays and performers he had seen. He gave Mickey books and articles about acting and actors, plays by Shakespeare and Tennessee Williams, recommended old films for him to watch and really reignited his interest in acting. Mickey immersed himself in this fascinating new world.


  Countless actors had passed through the hotel’s doors over the years but Montgomery saw something in Mickey the others never had – star quality. He just didn’t know if Mickey had the dedication to make it.


  Inspired by his chats with Carl, Mickey went back to the Actors’ Studio, determined to win a place at the school where past students had included James Dean, Marlon Brando, and Montgomery Clift – all actors Mickey had learned more about and become a bigger fan of after the Marlton’s night manager had widened his horizons. He learned that those legends, along with more recent students like Robert De Niro and Al Pacino, had studied the Stanislavski “method” there, an introspective styleof performance originated by a Russian theater revolutionary in which the actor puts his own life experience into the role to bring more depth, detail, and reality to the character. That sounded good to Mickey. But he wasn’t going to be able to just walk into a place at this ultimate acting school. It received thousands of applications each year and only took in a handful of students at a time.


  Mickey realized he wasn’t good enough yet to gain acceptance but, showing a dedication which had been missing from the rest of his life, he resolved to get the skills to make it in there someday soon, and set about that ambition by signing up for private lessons with one of the Studio’s top teachers, Sandra Seacat.


  At first, Sandra didn’t know what to make of him. He was fascinating in his eccentricity but seemed so withdrawn and lacking in logic she even wondered if he might be a little retarded. Using all her experience in bringing out talent, however, she gradually began to figure out Mickey and put him on the path to acting greatness. She found a way to channel all the frustration in his life into his performances. The breakthrough came when she gave him a “sensory” acting exercise to do – picturing himself in a place where he was happy. Mickey imagined himself back at the Fifth Street Gym, lacing up his boxing boots and remembering the sounds and smells of the place. Then Sandra had him perform an acting scene. It allowed him to understand how to make a personal connection with the material – an acting technique he still uses to this day.


  Mickey later recalled, “As I was acting this, something just clicked. All the things that had been holding me back for years started coming out – the disappointment in sports, my sadness about never having got to know my father, everything fell into place. From that day on, it was like I’d finally stopped posing and become myself, a real person.”


  Mickey added at one of our Q&As, “I wanted to be the best actor I possibly could be. With the boxing it had never been 100 per cent but suddenly acting was. I had no social life. I studied like a monk. I would grab bums off the street to run lines with me at night.”


  Seeing that level of commitment, drama coach Sandra Seacat felt it was time for Mickey to audition for a place at the Actors’ Studio. It was preparing for that big test which forced Mickey to take a journey he might otherwise never have – a visit to his father.


  His audition scene for the Studio was from the Tennessee Williams play Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, the one in which Brick discusses his drinking problem with his father, Big Daddy. While rehearsing it, Mickey wasn’t able to make the father-and-son relationship convincing. He talked it over with Seacat and she said he would continue to have a problem with that scene, and similar ones in the future, unless he got to know his own father. She advised her student to go and find his dad and talk to him.


  Mickey was reluctant. He hadn’t had any contact with Phil since his parents parted all those years before. But he was still holding on to that treasured photograph of his father in bodybuilding pose. Although Mickey wasn’t keen to find out how time had changed his dad, his determination to improve his acting and win a place at the Actors’ Studio was a powerfulmotivator and provided him with the courage to get on a bus to Schenectady.


  The moment he arrived in town, Mickey noticed the White Castle diner on State Street where, as a child, he had enjoyed milkshakes with his father. He decided to go in and have one for old time’s sake. As he stepped inside, his attention was immediately drawn to a middle-aged man, sitting alone, wearing glasses. He certainly didn’t look like a bodybuilder, but it was unmistakably Phil Rourke. Mickey recognized him because of his hands – which looked just like his. He also had the same forehead and mouth.


  Mickey froze and couldn’t approach him. But when Phil got up and walked out, Mickey followed him outside. He walked up to him, took a deep breath and said, “Are you Phil? I’m Mickey.” The man fixed his glasses halfway down his nose, looked at the young man standing in front of him, and replied, “Is your mother here?” His son shook his head. Phil looked disappointed for a second, then he stared at Mickey, paused, and said, “I always knew you’d come to see me one day.”


  Father and son then went to a place nearby where Phil bought Mickey a dinner of pork chops, mashed potatoes, and sauerkraut and nervously drank many screwdrivers while watching him eat. Gradually, the conversation started to flow. Mickey kept saying things like, “Dad, would you pass the salt?” and “Dad, shall we get another drink?” so his father would know he still called him “Dad.”


  In another emotional moment, he touched his dad’s upper arm just like he used to do when he was a kid – but this time there was no muscle there, the skin was just soft. Mickey felt his stomach lurch. He couldn’t believe this was the same powerfully built man whose picture he had been carrying around for the past seventeen years.


  He told Phil about the Actors’ Studio and was surprised to find his father also had an interest in theater. Phil had once reviewed plays for an army newspaper when he was stationed in Germany as a young man. It upset Mickey that they had not been able to share this passion and had missed out on so many years together. Suddenly, he felt uncomfortable and got up to leave, but Phil pulled him back for one last drink – and did the same thing a couple of more times.


  Eventually, it was time for the last bus back to New York and, before Mickey got on board, Phil thrust $50 into his son’s hand and said, “Take it, you’ll break my heart if you don’t.” Then he suddenly embraced Mickey with a bear hug and started to cry.


  During the bus journey back, young Mickey realized he felt less detached from his dad. But his thoughts drifted away from their emotional reunion and back to the Cat on a Hot Tin Roof scene he would have to perform for the audition panel the next morning. During the late night bus ride and the eventual walk back to his room, Mickey wasn’t wearing warm enough clothes. He shivered all the way home as he tried to relate what he had just experienced in Schenectady to the acting task ahead.


  The next day, as he nervously paced outside the audition room preparing for the make or break performance, he couldn’t summon up those same feelings of awkwardness about his father. So, moments before he was due on stage, he rushed outside intothe New York snow and took off his shirt to re-experience the bitter cold he had felt the previous night. It served to put him in the same state of mind he had been feeling then. Mickey was now ready to audition.


  He blew away the panel with a performance of stunning realism, playing the scene as if he were talking to his own big daddy rather than the character. On the panel was Actors’ Studio co-founder Elia Kazan, three-time Oscar-winning director of such classic films as On the Waterfront and East of Eden, who said Mickey’s piece was the best audition he had seen in thirty years.


  It was a proud moment for Sandra Seacat, who continues to be a mentor to emerging actors and recently discovered Star Trek’s new Captain Kirk, Chris Pine. The audition was a triumph for Mickey who was immediately offered that coveted place at the Actors’ Studio and eagerly accepted. Thousands had applied that year. Rourke was one of only five who got in. Jack Nicholson had needed five auditions before he made it into the Studio, Dustin Hoffman, six. It had taken Harvey Keitel eleven tries. Mickey did it in one.


  But there was no happy ending to the story of him and his father. They did keep in touch after their reunion and Phil would write him letters every so often. But they never met again. Phil passed away just a few years later, aged just forty-nine. “He drank himself to death,” said Mickey.


  Getting into the Actors’ Studio, which he calls “a sacred place,” was a dream come true for Mickey, but you wouldn’t know it from the way he behaved. He was shy, nervous, and quiet around the students and staff. For his first two years, he would just sit in a corner listening, too terrified to make a significant contribution in class.


  Mickey would watch mesmerized as the likes of Christopher Walken, Harvey Keitel and Al Pacino – who were all making the step up from students to stars at the time – would stop by the Actors’ Studio to hone their craft and seemingly have the ability to tap into different emotions at a moment’s notice. He remembers being star struck the first time he came face to face there with Keitel, whose work he had admired in the 1973 film Mean Streets. Keitel snapped his fingers at Mickey to get him to move out of his way. Mickey said of those stars, “They had set the bar high and I wanted to be like them, to be that kind of actor.”


  But it wasn’t easy. Although opening up his emotions had landed him a place, he was too embarrassed to get up in front of the class and talk in public about his feelings. Yet he did enjoy the improvisation exercises and gradually started to flourish when hiding behind characters he would make up on the spot.


  Tuition didn’t come cheap and Mickey had to take another succession of short-lived jobs so he could continue paying for his classes. He was often fired and always broke but forever on the lookout for a shot at the big time. Unlike so many other acting students, he couldn’t get a job as a waiter because his math skills weren’t good enough. For a time, he moved furniture in the same warehouse where Gene Hackman, Steve McQueen and Lee Marvin had all worked before getting their big breaks.


  One job Mickey was able to hold down for a while was selling food from a cart at the side of Central Park close to the big casting agencies. He would sell pretzels and chestnuts in the winter andice cream in the summer but, whatever the time of year, he always kept a pair of sunglasses in his pocket ready to whip out whenever someone who looked like a casting director walked past.


  The tactic didn’t lead to him getting any acting work. In fact, Mickey took five years of classes before he actively went looking for acting jobs. It was his mentor Sandra Seacat, who would continue to be a great support to him as he built a film career, who finally persuaded him to leave. She felt he was becoming part of the furniture at the Actors’ Studio and told him so in no uncertain terms. Sandra yelled at him out in the street, “Do you want to take classes for the rest of your life? Get out there and work.”


  So Mickey tried to do just that. He looked for roles in off-Broadway experimental theater and was hired, largely on the back of his impressive training. But he quit most shows during rehearsals as his old problems with authority figures returned and he clashed with the directors. If the play wasn’t going the way he wanted, he would be gone. It seemed being part of a theater company just wasn’t for him.


  Mickey got his first screen acting role in the 1976 short film Love in the Hamptons. He had the lead role of Swede, a working-class young man in love with a waitress, and his dedication to authentic performances was already present. A moment before filming a scene in which his character wakes up in the morning, he threw a handful of sand in his eyes in order to create that gritty, eye-rub feeling people often have as soon as they get up. The five-day shoot went well and Mickey started to think his future lay in film rather than theater.


  But movies were mostly made in Los Angeles, whereas New York was a theater town. A couple of years later, Mickey decided to try his luck in films and relocated to LA, aiming to become a star.


  The bold ambition got off to a good start when was signed up for representation by John Travolta’s managers, Bob LeMond and Lois Zetter, and later got a good up-and-coming agent in Bernie Carneol, who worked around the clock trying to secure auditions for him. Now Mickey just needed to land some roles. But there was a problem which would be a constant barrier to his employment, then and for years to come.


  While the Actors’ Studio had given him the tools to do the job, it hadn’t taught him the politics of the industry and how the business worked. There had been no classes in business skills. Consequently, he had no clue how to sell himself to casting agents. All the pleasantries of kissing ass and sucking up to these people for a role were a mystery to him. Mickey also had a particular acting technique where he would wait for the right feeling to descend on him before delivering his lines. But with dozens of other actors waiting to audition for the same part, casting agents wanted him to get on with it and couldn’t hang around until he was emotionally ready to perform. As a result, Mickey kept blowing the opportunities with which he was presented. He went through seventy-five auditions before he got his first part.


  The only steady work he did find during that time in LA was as a bouncer in a Hollywood Boulevard transvestite club called Danielle’s. He was kept busy because the customers would come in high on angel dust, which gave them a feeling of superhumanstrength and led to them getting into violent fights. Mickey would try and break things up while raging trannies picked up steel napkin holders from the tables and threw them at him. One night, the other bouncer whacked one muscle-bound, high-asa-kite transvestite over the head with a wooden club, but the club broke in half and the customer kept advancing. After that incident, Mickey quit as a bouncer but kept on working there in the slightly safer job of waiter. He couldn’t turn his back on Danielle’s entirely because he was getting the odd TV or film acting job here and there but never the kind of high-paying major role or regular work that would allow him to pursue acting full time.


  The breakthrough opportunity finally came when he went along on his lunch break from the transvestite club to audition for a small but flashy part as a streetwise arsonist alongside William Hurt in the 1981 thriller movie Body Heat. This time, Mickey greatly impressed the casting agents with his audition and was offered the part – a role which would finally put him on the Hollywood map.


  But instead of saying “Thanks very much” and gratefully grabbing the job with both hands, Mickey’s stubborn streak returned and he insisted the moviemakers should improve their financial offer to him or he wouldn’t take the role. The offer was $500 a day for two days’ work, but Mickey, despite being a virtual nobody, demanded $1,000 a day.


  His agent, Bernie Carneol, couldn’t believe it and thought Mickey had lost his mind. In near despair, he told him, “But Mickey, you work in a transvestite club… take the offer!”


  Showing an unwillingness to compromise – which would be the hallmark of his personality for years to come – Mickey held out for the extra $500 a day he felt he was worth. And he got it.


  It wasn’t so much that he was business savvy. Mickey just wanted everything done on his own terms as usual. This “my way or the highway” approach on Body Heat became a feature of his future dealings with film bosses.


  Mickey made the absolute most of his opportunity in Body Heat, playing the part to perfection with a mix of swagger and quiet confidence. His twitchy, spellbinding performance caught the eye of Hollywood’s top casting directors. He was now on his way to the Hollywood dream.


  Little did he know then, it would soon turn into a nightmare.
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