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NEW YORK CITY, APRIL 2010

I received a letter from his daughter the other day.

Angela.

I'd thought aboul Angela many thmes over the years, but this was only
our third interaction,

he Hist wan when 1'd made her wedding dress, hack in 1971.

The second was when she’d written 1o tell me that hee (ather hod died.
That was in 1977,

Now she was writing to let me know that her mother had just passed
away. I'm nit sure how Angela expected me w0 receive this news. She
might have guessed i1 would throw me for a boop. Thit sald, T don’t suspect
malice on her par. Angela is not constructed that way. She's a good person.
Mute impariant, an interesting one.

I was awfully surprised, though, w hear that Angela's mother kad lasted
this Jong, I"d assumed the woman had died ages ago. God knows everyone
efse has, [But why should anyone's longevity surprise me, when | mysell
have clung in existence ke a barnacle 1o Baal hotom? | can’t be the anly
ancient woman sull iomering around New York Cliy, shsoluely efusing
ahandon vither her life or her real estawe. |

It was the last fine of Angela®s lemer, thoagh, that impacted me the most.

"Vivian,” Anpgela wmie, “glven that my mothor has passed away, |
wonder il you might now feel comforable relling me what you were (o my
father?™

wiell, then,

Whai was 1 to her father?

Cinly he could have answered that question. And since he never chose o
discuss me with his daughter, it's pot my place w wil Angela what T was i
him.



I can, howeyer, tell her wha he was to me.



ONE

In the summer of 1940, when | was nineteen vears old and an iioy, my
parents seni me o live with my Aunt Peg, who owned a theater company in
New York City.

I had recenily been excused from Vassar College, on account of never
having atiended classes and thereby Failing overy single one of my
freshman exams. | was not quice as dumb as my grades made me look, bur
apparently it reslly doesn't help if you don’t stedy. Looking hack on it now,
I cannot fully recall what 1'd been doing with my time during those many
tours that [ ought o have spent in class, bui—knowing me—1 suppose [
wis terribly precccupied with my appearance. (I do remember thag | was
irying o master @ “reverse moll” that year—a hairstyling technigue that,
while infinikely imporiant o me and also gqoite challenging, was mor very
Virssar, )

I'd mever found my place at Vassa, although there were places o be
found there, Al different ovpes of girls and cligues existed at the school, b
niane of them stirmed my curdosity, nor did 1 see mysell reflected inany of
them, There were politdcal revolutionaries ar Vissar thar year wearing thelr
serfous black tousers and discussing their apinlons on international foment,
bt | wasnt interested in international foment (1'm sl not. Although | did
take notice of the black tousers, which 1 lound intriguingly chic—but onaly
if the pockets didn's bulge.) And there were girls at Vassar who were bold
academic explorers, destined 10 become doctors and lawyers long before
many women did thar sort of thing. 1 shoald kave been intensaed in them,
but [ wasn't. (1 couldn'c tell any of them apar, for ane thing. They all wore



the same shapeless wool skins that looked & though thev'd been
construcied ot of old sweaters, and that just made my spirits low,)

It's not like Vassar was complefely devaid ol glamour, There were some
sentimental, doe-eyed midievalists whao were quite pretty, and some artistic
glels with long and self-imporant hair, and some highbred soclalie types
with profites like hatian grevhoonds—but 1 didn’t befriend any of them.
Maybe it's hecause | sensed that evervhody at this school was smarter than
me, {This was not entirely youthful parancia; 1 uphold to this day that
evervhady therd was smarter than ma. )

To be honest, 1 dida"t understand what [ was daing at college. aside from
Tulfilling a destiny whose purpose nobody had bothered explaining o me.
From earliest childhood. 1'd been told that | would attend Vassar, ban
nhody had whd me why, Whit was it all for? What was | meant o ge o
of it, exactly? And why was [ living in this cabbagey linde dormitory soom
with an earnest future social relormes?

| was so fod up with leaming by that dme, anyhow, 1°d already stodied
tor vears at the Emma Willard Schoal for Girls in Troy, New York, with its
twilliant, all-female faculty of Seven Sisters graduates—and wasn't that
enough? 1'd been at hn:uTr]InH, school since | wos twelve vears old, and
mayhe | feli that T had done my time. How many mone books does o persan
need 1o read in order o prove that she can read a book? | already knew wha
Charlemagne was, so leave me alomt, is how 1w e

Adsn, not long intao my doomed freshman vear a Vassar, 1 had discovered
a bar in Poughkeepsie that offered cheap beer and live jazz deep into the
night. I"d figured out a way to =neak off campus o patronize this bar {my
cunning escape plan imdolving an unlocked Livatory window and a hidden
hicycle—belleve me, | was the bane of the hoose warden), thereby making
it difficult for me to absorb Latin conjugations first thing in the moming
hecause | was usually hungover.,

Ihere werne other ohstacles, as well,

I haed all rhose clgarettiss 1o smake, for instance,

In short: [ was by,

Therefore, out of a class of 362 bright young Vassar women, | ended up
rankid at 361—a fact that caused my father o remark in horror, “Dear God,
what was that other girl doing?™ (Conracting polic as it tumed our, the
posar thing.] So Vassar sent me home—fair enough—and kindly regquested
that | nat return.



My mother had no idea what to do with me. 'We didn"t have the closest
refationship. even under the best of circumstances, She was @ Keen
horsewoman, and given that 1 was nelther a horse nor fascinated by horses,
wi'd never had much 1o wlk about. Now 1"d embarrassed her so severely
with my fallure that she could scarcely stand the sight of me. In conirast o
me, my mother had performed guite well at Vassar Cotlege, thank vou very
much. [Class of 1915 History and French.) Her legacy—as well as her
generous vearly donations—had secured my admission o that hallowed
Institithon, and now ook ol me, Whenever she passed me in the hallwiys of
ol pouse, she would nod ot me like a career diplomat. Polite, but chilly.

My Tather didn't kinow what to dio with me, elther, thowgh he was busy
running his hematite mine and didn't overly concern himselt with the
problem of his daughier. | had disappainted him, troe, bl be had bigoer
worrles. He was an industrialist and an isolationier, and the escalating war
in Eurgpe was spooking him about the {utere af his business. 5o | seppose
he wos distracted with all that.

As tor my obder brother, Walter, he was off doing great things at
Princeton, and giving mo thought to me, other than to disapprove of my
irresponsihle behavior, Walter had never done an irresponsible thing in his
life, He'd been so respected by his peers back in boarding school that his
nickname bad been—and [ am not making this up—the Ambassador. He
wis pow studving engineeriing because he wanted (o buibd inlrestrucuere
that would help people around the world, {Add it o my coalogue of sins
that I, by contrast, was ot guite sure [ even knew what the word
“infrastrociure™ meant) Although Walter and | were close in ape—
sepandied by 4 mere twe yeare—we had not been playmates since we were
quite limle, My brother had put away his childish things when he was abow
nine years old. and among those childish things was me. | wasn't pan of his
life, and I knew it

My own friends were moving forward with their lives, e, They were
hewding ofl 1w college, work, marmiage, and sbulthood—all sshjecis that 1
had no interest in or understanding of, 3o there was nobody amound 10 care
about me or entertain me. | was bored and listess. My boredom felt like
hunger pains. | spent the fiest two weeks of June hiting o wnnis ball against
the side of our garage while whistling “Lictle Brown Tug” again and again,
until fimally my parenis got sick of me and shipped me ofl w live with my
aunt in the city, and honestly, who could blame them?



Sure, they might have worried that New York would wm me imo a
comminist or @ dope Tend, but anyihing had w0 be beter than listening 1o
vour daughter bounce a tennis ball against a wall for the rest of etermity,

So that's how | came o the city, Angela, and that's where it all began.

They sent me to Mew York on the train—and what a territic tain it was,
o, The Empire State Express, straight oot of Utice. A gleaming, chroms,
delinguent-daughter delivery device, 1 sakd my polite Tanewells 1o Mather
and Dad, and handed my baggage over to a Red Cap, which made me feel
Important, | sat i the diner car for the whole rde, sipping maled milk,
gating pears In syrup, smoking cigaretes, and paging through maguzines. |
knew T wiits being banished, but sl . . . in siyle!

Trains were 50 much beter back then, Angela.

I promise that | will oy my best in these pages nog o go on and on about
horw misch betier evervthing was back In my day. 1 always hated hearing old
people yvammeesing an [ke this when T was voung, (Nobwdy cares! Nobody
cares aboul vour Golden Age, vou blathering goar!) And 1 do want to
assure you; I'm aware that many things were mar better in the 1940s,
Linderarm deodorants and air-conditoning were woefully inadeguate, foe
Instance, so everyhody stank like crazy, especially in the summer, and alsa
we had Hitler. But wains were unguesthonably beusr back then. When was
the last time vou got o enjoy & malied milk and & cigaretie on a train?

I boarded the wain wearing a chipper linle blue rayon dress with a
shylark print, yellow traceries around the neckline, a moderately slim skir,
and deep pockets set inoat the hips, | remember this dress so vividly
becavse, Tirst of all, I never fomget what anyone s wearing, ever, and alsa
I'd sewn the thing mysell, A line job 1I'd dane with it, too, The swing of it
—hiliting just at mideall—was [lirey and elfective. | remember having
stitched extra shouldes pads into thae dress, In the desperate hope of
resembling Joan Crawtord—ihough I'm not sure the etfec worked. With
my modest cloche hat and my bormowed-from-Mother plain hlue handbag
(lilled with cosmetics, cigareties, and not much else), | looked less like a
screen siren and miostly like what | actually was: o nineteen-vear-old virgin,
on her way to visit a relative.

Accompanying this nineteen-year-old virgin 1o New York City were two
larpe suitcases—one filled with my cothes, all Tolded neatly in tssase, and



the other packed with fabrics, trimmings, and sewing supplies, so that |
could make more clathes. Also joining ma wirs a stundy crite contalning my
sewing machine—a heavy and unwieldy beast, awkward to transpart. But bt
wis my demented, beautiful soul-twin, without which 1 could ot live,

Sa along with me i came,

That sewing machine—and evervthing that it subseguently brought o my
life—was all thanks i Grandmaother Morris, so bet's Gl abaut her for just a
Inement.

You imay read the word “grandmothes,” Angels, and perhaps your mind
summaons up some image of a sweet linle old lady with white haie. That
wasn't my grandmother. My grandmother was a tall, passionate, aging
cogquette with dyed mahogany hair who moved through life in a plume of
perfume and gossip, and who dressed ke o cirous show,

She was the most colorful woman In the world—and 1 mean that in Jll
definitions of the word “colorful.” Grandmaother wore crushed velver gowns
in elaborate colors—colors that she did mot call pink, or burgundy, or blue,
ik thie rest ol the imaginaion-impoverished public, but instead referred o
as “ashes of pee”™ or “cordovan™ or “della Robhia," Sho had pierced cars,
which most respectable ladies did not have back then, and she owned
several plush jewelry boxes filled with an endless wmble of cheap and
expensive chalns and earrings and broceleis. She had o motoring costume
for her afwernoon drives in the country, and her hats were so big they
requited their own seats at the theater, She enjoyed Lens and mail-order
cosmetics; she thrilked over whloid sccoums of sensatonal murders; amd
she was known o wrlie romantle vere. Bul more than anything else, my
grandmother loved dranne, She went 1o see every play and performance thar
come through vwn, and also sdored the moving piciures. | was ofien her
date, a5 she and | possessed exacily the same taste. {Grandmother Morris
and [ both gravitated toward stories where innecent girls in alry gowns were
abducted by dangerous men with sinister hats, and then rescued by other
men with proud chins.)

Ohviously, | haved hee

The rest af the family, thongh, dide't. My grandmother embarrassed
evervone hut me. She especially embamassed her daughter-in-law (my
muother |, whao was noé a frivolous. person, and who rever stopped wincing at



Grandmother Mouris, whom she once retermed o as “that swoony perpetual
adolecent,”
Mother, needless to sy, was not Known 1o wrile romantic verse.

But it was Grandmother Morris who aught me how 1o sew,

My grandmother was a master seamstress. (She'd been taught by fer
grandmother, who had managed to rise from Welsh immigrant maideervamt
ter affuent American lady of mssins in just ane generatian, thinks inona
small part to her cleverncss with a needle.) My grandmother wanted me 10
b @ master st sewing, wo, 5o when we wenen'L eating W@ily togedher at the
plcture shows, or reading magazing articles abood o cach other about the
white sluve trade, we were sewing. And that was serious business.
Crandmother Momis wasn't afraid w0 demand excellence from me. She
wiulbd sew ten stitches on @ garmend, and then make me sew the next wn—
and I mine weren't as perlect as hers, she would rip mine out and make me
de It again, She sieered me through the handling ol sech impossible
materials as netting and lace, until 1 wasn't intdmidated by any fabric
anymore, no mattes how wmperamental, And stroctore! And padding! And
ailoring! By the rime | was (welve, | could sew o coese for you
{whalebones and all) just as hapdily a5 you please—even though nobody
but Grandmaother Morris had needed a whalebone corset since about 1910,

Stern 2s she could be ai the sewing maching, 1did not chafe under her
rule. Her criticisms stung but did not ache, 1 was fascinated enough by
clothing o want o leam, and | knew that she only wished to foster my
aptitede,

Her pradse was rare, bot bt fed my fingers. T grew deli

When | was thireen, Grandmother Morris bought me the sewing
machine that would someday accompany me o New York Clty by craln, 1t
was a sleel, hlack Singer 201 and it was murderously powerful (vou could
sew leather with itz 1 could have upholstered a Bugatti with thar thing!?). To
this day, ["ve never been given a bener gift. | took the Singer with me 1o
bsarding school, where it gave me enommows power within that commiunity
ol privileged girls who all wanted o dress well, b who did not necessarily
have the =kills to do so. Once word got out around school that [ coald sew
amyvthing—and truly, | could—the other girls at Emma Willard were always
knocking at my door, begaing me o let oul their waists for them, or 1o lix a



seam, or to take thelr older sister's lormal dress from last season and make
£ [t them right now, | spent those years hent over that Singer like a
machine gunner, and it was worth it | became popular—which is the enly
thing that matters, really, at boarding school. Or anywhere.

| showld say that the ather reason my grandmather laoght me o sew was
because | had an oddly shaped body, From earliest childhood, I'd always
heen too gall, o lanky. Adolescence came and went, and | anly got taller.
For vears, | grew no bosom 1o speak of, @nd | had a torso that went on for
idava. My arms ane legs were saplings. Nothing parchased i a store wirs
ever going to fir dght. 2o it would always be better for me (o make my own
clothes, And Grandmother Momks—hless her soul—taught me Tow w dress
myself in @ way that Hattered my height instead of making me look like a
il walker,

If it sounds like 'm being seli-deprecating sbout my appearance, ['m
ik, §'m st vidaying the laces of my fgere: | was long and wll, that's all
there was to It And if it sounds like 1'm about o well you the story of an
ugly duckling who goes to the city and finds out that she®s preery, afier all—
don't worry, this is not that story.

I was always prety, Angela.

What's more, [ always knew i

My prettiness; 1o be surme, |8 why a hondsome man in the diner cor of the
Empire Stae Express was staring at me as [ sipped my malied milk and ate
my pedrs in syrup.

Finally he came over and asked if he could light my cigarene for me. |
aprecd, and be sot down smd commenced with Mining. 1 wis theilled by the
atcention but didn’t know how to flirt back. 5o 1 responded to his advances
by staring out the windew and pretending to be deep o thoughe | Trowned
slightly, hoping o0 look serious and dramatic, although | probably just
Inoked nearsighted and confused.

This scene would have been even more owkward than it sounds, excepl
thal eventually | got distracied by my own rellection in the wain windiw,
and that kept me busy for o good long while, (Fomgive me, Angela, b
being captivated by your own appearance is part of what it means 1o be a
young and pretty girl.] It tums out that even this handsome stranger was not
nearly as interesting, o me as the shape of my own eyebrows. 10s nel only



that | was interesied in how well I'd groomed them—hough | was
absolutely rivered by that subjeci—hut it jus=t so happens that | was trying
that summer to leam how to ralse one evebrow at a time, Uke ¥ivien Lelgh
in Escune with the Wind. Practicing this effect took focus, as ["m sure you can
Imagine, So you can see how the tme jost Oew by, a8 1 lnst rack of mysell
in my reflection.

The next time | looked up, we had pulled into Grand Central Station
already, and my new life was about to begin, and the handsome man was
lengs pone.

But not 1o worty, Angela—there would be plenty more handsome men 1o

caime,

bt | should also tell you—in case vou were wondering whatever hecame
ol her—thit my Grandmather Morris had died about @ year before that train
deposited me bite New York Chy, She'd passed away In August of 1999,
Just a few weeks before T was meant (o stan school st Vassar, Her death hadd
not been a surprise—she'd been in decline for years—bu still, the loss of
heer (my best friend, my menior, my confidante) devastated me w the core,
Do you know what, Angela? Tha devastation might ve had something 1o
do with why I performed so pooely at college my freshman vear. Perhaps |
E nod been such & werrible student, after all. Perhaps | had merely heen
l.am only realizing this possibility a1 this moment, as | write o you,
Cih, dear.
Sometimes it tokes a very long while w figure things out



Anyway, | arrived In New York Clity safely—a girl so freshly hatched that
there was practically yolk in my hair.

Aunt Pep was supposed to meet me at Grand Central. My parents had
informed me of this fact a= 1"d goiten on the train in Utica that moming, but
nabody had montioned any particular plan, 1'd not been iold exactly sdiere |
was supposed 10 wait for her. Also, I°d been glven no phone number w call
in case of an emergency, and no address o go m should 1 find myseff alone.
| wis st supposed to “meet Aunt Peg ot Grand Cemral,” and that was thac

Well, Grand Central Station was grand, just as advertised, but it was also
a great place for not finding someone, so it's no swprise that | couldn®t
Tocate Aunt Peg when 1 arrivied. 1 stood there on the platform lar the longest
iime with my piles of lugtgage, woaiching the statlon weeming with souls, bl
nohody resembled Peg,

It's not that | didn’t know what Peg looked fike. I'd met my aunt a few
times before then, even though she and my Tather weren't close, (This may
b an understatement. My Lher didn’t approve of his sister Peg any muore
than he'd approved of thelr mother. Whenever Peg's name came wp at the
dinner able, my tather would snort through his nose and say, “Must he nice
—pallivanting abowt the world, living in the land of make-belicve, amd
spending it by the hundreds™ And 1 would think: T does soaed mice. . . )

Peg had come to a few family Christmases when | was voung—bur naot
many, because she was always on the moad with her thearical toaring
company, My strongest memory of Peg was from when 1'd come 0 New
York Ciry for a day wip & age eleven, accompanving my father on a



husiness venture. Peg had zken me to skate in Central Park. She'd hrought
me b visit Sanky Claus, (Although we bath agreed 1 was fiv oo ald (o
Santa Claus, | would pot have missed it for the world, and was secretly
thrilled to meet him.) She and | had also eaten @ smorgashord funch
wgether. It was one of the more delightful days of my life. My (ather and |
hadn't stayed overnight in the city because Dad hated and disirusted New
York, hut it had been one glorious day, | can assure you, | thought my aunt
was termific, She had paid atbention to me as a person, not a child, and that
menns evervihing iooan eleven-year-old chilil whe does not want to be sten
a5 a child.

Maore recently, Aunt Peg had come back home o my lometown ol
Clinton in order to attend the funeral of Grandmother Maorris, her mother.
She'd sat nexi i me during the service and held my hand in her big,
capable paw. This gesture had both comloned and surprised me {my family
weere not predispised wward hand-holding, you may e shocked 1o learn).
After the funeral, Peg had embraced me with the srength of 2 lumberman,
and 1'd dissolved into her arms, spewing out a Niagara of tears. She'd
smelled of lavender saap, cigarettes, and gin. 1"d clung to her like a tragic
listhe koala. Pt | hadn't been able 1o spend much time with her alwer the
funeral, She needed o leave town rght away, heciuse she had a show 1o
produce back in the city. 1 felt thar 1'd embarrassed mysell by falling to bits
i her arms, comborting though she had been,

I harely knew ber, afier all.

In fagy, what follows is the sum wdal of everything | koew about my Auwm
Peg, upon my ardval in New York Cliy at the age of nimcieen:

| knew that Peg owned a theater called the Lily Plavhouse, located
sapmniewlere [n midiown Manhavian.

I knew that she had not set out for a career in the theater, but had come
by hor work In g rather random way.

| knew that Peg had tralned as a Red Cross nurse, curlously enough, and
had heen swtioned in Framce during Waorld War [,

| kmirw thae, somewhere along thee way, Peg had discovered that she was
more talented at organizing entertainments tor the injured soldiers than she
was at tending o their wounds, She had a knack, she found, for tuming out
shows in Field hospitals and barracks that were cheap, quick, gy, amd



comic. War is & dreadiul business, but it eaches evervone samethimg, this
particular war tiught my Aunt Peg how 40 put an a chow,

| knew that Peg had stayed in London for a good long while after the war,
working in the theater there. She was producing a revee in the Wiest End
when shi mit her fowre hushand, Billy Buell—a handsome and dashing
American milisary elficer who had alse decided to stay in London afier the
war (o pursue a career in the theater, Like Peg, Billy came trom “people.”
Grandmother Momis wsed o describe the Boell family & “sickeningly
wialthy,” (For vears, | wondered what that term meant, exactly. My
grandmiother reversd wealth: how much more of it would qualily as
=sickening™? Une day | finally asked her this question, and she amwered, o
if it explained evervthing: “They're Newport, darling.”™) But Billy Buell,
Mewpor though he may have been, was similar o Peg in that be shunned
the culred class into which he had been born, He preferred the geit and
liner af the theater world o the polish and repression ol calé sochety. Also,
he was a playbay. He liked to “make fun,” Grondmother Morrs sald, which
was her polite code tor “drinking, spending momey, and chasing women. "

Upon their marrage, Billy and Peg Buell retumed o America. Together,
they created a theatrical woring company. They spent the better pan of the
19205 on the road with a small cadse of troupers, harnstorming iwns all
across the country, Billy wiote and starred in the revises: Peg produced and
directed them. The couple never had any highlalutln smbitons, They were
Just having a good time and avodding more tvpical adubl responsibilities.
But despite all the effort they made not o be soccessful. success
accidentally hunted them down and captured them anyhow,

In 194 —with the Depression deepening and the nation tremulows and
afraid—my aunt and her hushand accidentally created a hit, Billy wrote a
play called Her Jolly Affatr, which was so joviul and tun that people just ate
it up. Her Jolly Affair was a musical tarce abowt an arisiocratic British
heiress who Talls i love with an American plavhoy [porrayed by Billy
Buell, naturally). It was a light bit of Oulf, like everyihing ebse they*d cver
plunked down on the boards, but it wias a Hotoss success, All scross
America, pleasure-starved minge workers and farmers shook out the Last bies
ol lonse change from thelr pockes in order w see Her fally Affalr, making
this simple, brainless play into a profitahle wriumph. The play picked up =0
much steam, in fzct, and gamered such bountiful praise in the lucal papers,



that in 1931, Billy and Peg brought it to New York Clty, where it ran for a
yuar in o prominent Broadway thiater,

In 1932, MGM made a movie version of Her Jolly Affalr—which Billy
wrode but did not star o, (William Powell did the acting job instead. Billy
had decided by this polnt that a writer's life was easher than an actor's life.
Writers get o sed their own hours, they aren®t ag the mercy of an audience,
and there's no director telling them what to do.) The success of Her Jolly
Affair spawned a series of lucrative motion piciure sequels (Her laily
Divewve, Her Jolly Balwy, Hee Tolly Safuci), which Hollywocod churmed o
for & few vears like sausages from a hopper. The whole folly enterprise
made guite a pile of money for Billy and Peg, hut sl signabied the end of
their marriage. Having fallen in love with Hollywood, Billy never came
back. As for Peg, she decided w0 chose the wowring company and use her half
ol the folly rovaltbes 1w by hersell a big, old, mn-down New York City
theater ol her very own: the Lily Playhouse.

All this happened around 1935

Billy and Peg never officially divorced. And while there didn't seem to
be any had hlood between them, after 1935 vou couldn’t exactly call them
“miarried,” vither. They didn™ share a home or a work life, and at Peg’s
insistence, they no langer shared a lnancial life—swhich meant that all that
shimmering MNewport money was now oul of reach for my aunt
(Carandmether Morris didn™t know why Peg was willing o walk sway fnam
Rilly's forune, other than o say about her daugher, with open
disappointment, “Peg never cared about money, I'm afraid”™) My
grandmother speculated that Peg and Billy never legally divorced becauss
they were "o bohemian™ o concem themselves with such matters, Or
maybe they sill loved cach other, Excepr theirs was the son of love that
best thrives when a hushand and wife are separated by the distance of an
entire continent. {“Don't langh,” my grandmother said. “A lot of mamiages
wohd work batver that wav.™)

Al T know = thit Uncle Billy was our of the picture for the entirery of
my voung life——at lirst becase he was touring, and later because he had
setiled in Calilormia, He was so much out of the picure, in face, that 1'd
never even met him, To me, Billy Buell was a myth, composed of stories
and photos. And what glamorous stores and photos  they were!
Grandmother Morris and 1 frequently saw Billy’s picwme in te Hollbywood
iahlokd magazines, or mad about him in Waler Winchells amd Lowella



Parsons's gossip columns, We were ecsiaiic, lor instance, when we {ound
il he'd been a guest gt Jeanette MacDwonald and Gone Raymaond’s
wedding! There was a pleture of him at the wedding reception right there in
Virriety, standing just bishind fuminous leanette MacDonald in her hlush-
pink wedding gown. In the phom, Billy was alking 1o Ginger Rogers and
her then husband, Lew Ayres. My grandmothes had pointed out Billy @ me
and said, “There he is. conguesting his way across the country, as uspal.
And Jook at the way Ginger is grinning at him! Il | were Lew Ayres, 1'd
keep an eyve on thal wile of mine,”

I'd peered closely at the photo, using my grandmother's jeweled
magnifying lens. 1'd seen o handsame hlond man in o wxedo jecket, whise
hand was resting on Ginger Rogers's forearm, while she, indeed, sparkled
up at him with delight. He losked more Tke a movie star than the scoual
movie stars who were flanking him,

It was amazing 0 mie that this person wis married w my Aune Peg.

Peg was wonderful, 1o be sure, but she was so homely:

What on earth had he ever seen in her?

I eouldnt find Peg anywhare,

Enough time had passed that | now officially gave up the hope of being
met on the wain platorm, | stashed away my baggage with a Hed Cap and
wandered through the rushing crush of humaniy that wos Grand Cenral,
rying o find my aunt amid the confluence. You might think T would've
heen more disquieted at finding myself all alone in Mew York City with no
plan and no chaperone, but for some reason | wasn®t | was sume it would all
end up all right. (Mavbe this s a hallmark of privilege: ceralne well-hred
voung ladies simply cannot conceive of the possibility that somebody will
il be-along shordy W rescue them, )

Finally 1 gave up my wandering and sat down on a prominently placed
bench near the main lobby of the station. o await myv salvation.

And, o, eventually 1 was found.

My rescuer tumed out 1o be a shor, silver-haired woman in a modest gray
suit, whe approached me the way a Saint Bernard approaches a stranded
skier—uwith dedicaved fooes and serious intent to save a life,



“Modesi™ is actually not a stong enough word to describe the sait that
thi= woman was wearing, L was a dosble-breasted and sguare ke
cinderblock of an kem—ibe kind of gamment that s Intentonally made 1o
fool the world into thinking that women do not possess breasts, wabsts, o
hips. It looked 1o me like 2 British import. It was a fright. The woman also
wore chunky, low-heeled black oxfords and an obd-fashioned boiled-woal

hat, of the type favored by women who run orphanages. | knew her
sopri froom boanding school: she looked like a spinster who drank Owvaltine
for dinner and gargled with sall water lor vitality.

She was plain from end o end, and furthermore she was plain on
s,

This brick ol a maron approsched me with much clarity of mission,
lrowning, holding in her hands a disconcertingly lange piciune inan ornate
silver frame, She peered at the piciire in her hands. and then ot me.

“Are you Vivian Morris?™ she ashed. Her crisp accent hetrayed the truth
that the douhle-hreasted sult was not the only severe British impaort (n town.

I allowed thae [ was,

Wou've grown,” she said.

| was puzzled: 1Md | know this woman? Had | met her when | was
yisanger?

Seeing my confusion, the stranger showed me the framed pichere in her
hands. Balflingly, this item wened ot to be a poctradn of my own lamily,
from abawst four years prior, It wis @ photo we'd when in a proger studio,
when my mother had decided thas we needed 1o be, in her words, “officially
discumenied, for once,” There were my parents, enduring the indignity of
heing photographed by a wadesman. There was my thoughd ful-lnoking
brather, Walter, with his hand on my mother's shoulder. There was a
ganglier and younger version of mvself, wearing a sailor dress thar was far
oo girlish for my age.

“I"m Olive Thompson,” announced the waman, in a voice that indicaned
shat was sccustomed o making announcerments, “1'm your funs secrelary.
She was unable to come. There was an emergency today at the theater. A
umall fire. She semt me w find you, My apologies for making you wait. |
was here several hours ago, but as my only means of identifying you was
this photo, it 1ok me some time 1o locate you, As you can see,”

I wanted to faugh then and 1 want to laugh now, just remembering it The
idea ol this Miny middle=sged woman wandering amund Cirond Central



Statinn with a giant photograph in a silver rame—a frame that looked as
though it had been ripped in haste off @ rich person’s wall [which it had
been}—and staring ot every face, trying to match the person before her o a
portrait of a girl tken four years earlies, was wickedly funny © me. How
had 1 missed her?

Ollive Thompson did not seem to think this was funny, though.

I would sonn discover that this was typical.

“Nour hags," she said. "Caollect them. Then we'll taxi aver to the Lily,
The ke show has alresdy begiin, Hurry dp now, Make no dimilam about
ie."

I walked bihind her obediently—a baliy duch Tollowing a mama duck.

I made no flimflam abowt it

| thawught o mysell, "A spaoll fire?"—hut | did pot have the courage 1o
ask,



THREE

A person only gets o move w New York Cliy for the fiest dmse in her life
oarce, Angela, and it's a prewty hig deal.

Perhaps this idea doesn't hold any romance for vou, since you are a borm
Mew Yorker, Maybe you take this splendid ciiy of ours lor granied, Uy
mavhe yiou bove it more than | do, in your own unimaginably intimate way.
Without a doubt, you were lucky w be raised here. Bul you never got to
imcve here—and for that, | am sorry for vou. You missed one af life’s great
EApeHEnCed,

New York City in 19400

There will never be another New York like that one. 1'm not defaming all
the New Yorks thit came before 1940, or all the New Yorks that came afer
[ 59a4, They all have their imporande, Bl this is a ity that gets born anew
in the fresh eyes of every young person who arvives here for the first tme.
So thit city, thot place—newly ceated for my eves only—uwill never exist
again, It is preserved Torever in my memory like an erchid capped in 2
paperwelght, That ciry will always be my perfect New York,

You can have your perfect New York, and other prople can have theirs—
bt that ane will always be mine.

It wasn't a bong dde from Grand Central to the Lily Playhouse—swe just cut
straight across own=—but our taxi ook us through the bweart of Manhatan,
and that's always the best way for a newcomer to feel the muscle of New
York. §was ali atngle (o be in the city and T wanted o ook ac everyithing at



once, But then | remembered my manners and tried lor a spell 0 make
conversation with Olive, Olive, however, wasn't the sont of person who
seemed o feel that the alr needed 10 be constantly filled ap with wards, and
her peculiar amiwers only brought me more questions—goestions that |
sensed she would be unwilling w further discuss,

“How long have you worked for my aunt? T asked her,

“Since Moses was in nappies.”

I pundered that for a bit. “And what are your duties at the theater ™

"To caitch things that are Falling through midair, right belore they hit the
ground and shates.”

We drove on for a while in silence, and 1 let that sink in.

I tried one more time: “What sort of show bs playing at the theawr
wnight ™

“Tt's a musical, It's-called Life wieh Mother.”

“Ch! 1've heard o iL”

“Niv, you haven't, You're thinking of Life with Father. That was a play
on Broadway last year. Ours is called Life with Mother. And ours is a
musical.”

I wondered: Is thot legod? Can yoo just take a titde of a major Broadway
hit like that, change a singhe word, and make it your awn? (The amswer o
that question=—at leass in 19440, a1 the Lily Flayhouse—was: sure,)

| asked, "But what i people buy tckets o your shaow by mistoke,
thinking that they re going o see Life with Fother 2™

Ciliwe, tlathy: “¥Yes. Wouldnt that be unfortunate.”

I was starting 1o feel young and stupid and anncving, so | stopped
talking. For the rest of the tasi ride, 1 gol o just look o the window, 13 was
plenty entertaining w watch the city go by, Thiere were glores to see in all
directions. Tt was late in the evening in midiown Manhattan on a fine
summer night, o nothing can be better than that. Tt had just rained. The sky
was purple and dramatic, | saw glimpses of mimmored  shyscrapers, neon
signs, amnd shining wal sirests. People sponted, boliesd, strollsl, amd
simbled down the sidewalks. As we passed through Times Square,
maountaing of artificial lights spewed out their lava of white-hot news and
Instant advertising. Arcades and taxi-dance halls and movie palaces and
cafeterias and theaters flashed by, bewitching my eyes.

We wrmed ono Forty-first Street, between Eighth and Ninth Avences.
This was pota beautiful street back then, and it still sn't beaatiful ioday. Al



that time, it was mosidy 4 @ngle of fire escapes [or the more imgpornt
buildings that faced Forieth and Fory-second Streets. Dol thire in the
middle of that unlovely block was the Lily Flavhouse, my Awmt Peg's
theater—all lit up with a billhoard that read Life with Mother.

I can stll see it in my mind wday, The Lily was a great big lump of 4
thing, cratied in a siyle that 1 know now is Am Nouveaw, but which |
recognized then only as hemvy durv. And hoy honwdy, did that lnbby go out
ol iis way o prove to you that you'd amived somewhere important. It was
all gravdity and darkness—rich woodwork, carved ceiling panels, bloodred
ceramic tiles, and serous old Tiffany Haht fixoures, All over the walls were
ibaceo-stained paintings of bare-breastsd nymphs cavorting with gangs ol
satyrs—and it sure looked like one of those nymphs was abowt 1o get hersel|
In povhle o the family way, I shi wasn't carelul. Othier murals showed
muscular men with heroic calves woestling with sea monseers in a manner
that looked more erotic than violent {Yeou got the sense that the musculas
min didn’t want to win the hattle, if you see my painc) Sl ather murals
showed drvads struggling their way oot of trees, tits tirst, while naiads
splashed ahowut in a river nearby, throwing water on each other's naked
inrsoy in a spirt that was very much whospere! Thickly carved vines of
grapes and wisieria (and Tilies, of course!) climbed up every column. The
elfect was quite bordello. 1 loved ix

"Il take you stralght o the show,” Ofive said, checking her wawch,
“which 15 nearly over, thank God.”

She pushed open the big doors that led imo the plavhouse itself, I'm
sty b report that Olive Thompson entered ber place ol work with the
demeannr of one who might rather oot tewrech anything within b, bat |
mysell was dazzled, The imerior of the theaer was really something quite
stunning—a huge, golden-lit, fading old jewel box of a place. [ ook it all in
—the sagging <tage, the bhad sight lines,. the hefty crimson curtains. the
cramped orchestra pit, the overgilded ceiling, the menacingly  glitery
chandelier that vou could not look st withow thinking, *Now, what il that
thing should fall down . .. ™

It was all grandiose, it was all crumbling, The Lily reminded me of
CGrandmaother Maorris—not only becaase my grandmaother had loved gawdy
old playvhouses like this, bux also becauss my grandmother had fooked like
thisz old, vverdone, and prowd, and decked to the nines in out-of-date
velvel,



We stond against the back wall, although there were plenty of seats o bhe
had. In fact, there were nol many more penple in the sulience than onstags,
It appeared, 1 was not the only one who noticed this lact, Clive wok a guick
heed count, wrote the number in o small nowbook which she had palled ou
of her pocket, and sighed.

A for what was going on up there on the stage, it was dirzying, This,
indeed, had to he the end of the show, because there was a lor happening at
once, Al the back of the stage there was a kick line of about & doren dancers
—girks and hovs—grinning madly s they Tung their limbs up wward the
disty heavens. Al cenpter stage, o good-looking young man and a spitited
Visung woman were tap-dancing as though o save thelr Hves, while singing
at full bellow about how everything was going o be just fine from now on,
my haby, becauss vou and me are in fove! On the lelt side of the stage was
i be found a phalanx of showgids, whose costumes and movements lept
them [ust on the cormect <ide ol moral permissibility, hut whose contribution
o the storv—whatever that story may have heen—was anclear. Thelr task
seemed to be to stand with their arms outstretched, slowly turming, so that
you could take in the full Amaronian gualities of their figures trom every
angle, &t your leisure, On the other side of the stage, a man dressed as a
hashiz wiis juggling howling pins.

Even for a finale, it went on for an awfully long time, The dochestra
hunged fonh, the kick line pounded away, te hapgry and bremhless couple
couldn't helleve how ferrifie their lives were ahout i ger, the showgirls
slowly displayed their figures, the juggler sweated and hied—until
suddenly, with a crash of every instrument at once, and a swirl of spotlights,
and wild finging up ol evervond’s arms in the alr ap the same (ime, It
ended!

Applavse.

Mot thundernus applause. Mare like a light drizzle of applause,

Ofive didn’t clap. | clappod politely, though my clapping sounded lonely
there @l the back of the hall. The applivse didn®t lost long, The performens
hacl va exit the tage in semisilence, which is never good. The andience filed
past us dutifully, like workers heading home For the day—which is exactly
what they were.

“Dho yous think they liked it™ 1 asked Olive,

“Who?"

The audience,”



“The auilicece? (Hive blinked, as though it had never occurred o her to
wonder what an audivnce thoughi of a show, After a bil of consideration,
she sald, *You must understand, Vivian, that our asdiences are neither full
of exciternent when they arrive at the Lily, nor overwhelmed with elation
when they leave.”

From the way she said this, il sounded as though she approved of the
arrangement, or at least had accepied it.

“Come,” she said. *Your aunt will be hackstage.”

Sor hackstage we wenl-—stralght inio the husy, wanton clamor that always
erupis in the wings ar the end of 2 show, Everyone moving, everyone
yelling, everyone smoking, everyone undressing. The dancers were lighting
clgateties for each other, and the showgirls were removing their
headdresses. A Few men in everalls were shulfling props amund, bat not in
any way that would cause them w break o sweat, There was & lot of lowd,
wvertipe laughter, but that's not because unything was particularly fenny;
it's just because these were show-business people, and thats how they
always ane,

And there was my Aunt Peg, so wll znd surdy, cliphoand in hismd. Her
chestnui-and-gray halr was cut In an ill-considered short style that made her
ook somewhat |ike Eleanor Roosevell, but with & better chin. Peg was
wearing a long, salmon-colored twill skin and what could have heen o
man's oxford shirt. She also wore tall blue knee socks and beige moccasins.
It that =ounds like an unfashionable combination, it was. I was
unfashiopoble then, it would be unfashionable ndav, and it will remain
unfashionahle yntll the sun explodes. Nobody has ever looked pood inoa
salmon-colored twill skirt, a blue oxtord shirg, knee socks, and moccasins,

Her [rumpy look was only thrown bvte starker reliel by the face that she
was talking to two of the rovishingly beautiful showgirls from the play.
Their stage makeup pave them a look of otherworkdly plamour, and their
hali was piled in glossy colls on the wps of thelr heads, They were wearlng
pink silk dressing gowns over thelr costumes, and they were the most
pvertly soxusl visions of womanbhisod | had sver seen, Cine of thee shiwgids
was a blonde—a platinem, actually—awith a figure that would"ve made Jean
Harlow gnash her teeth in jealous despair. The other was a suliry brunete
whose exceptional beauty 1'd soticed earlier, from the back of the theater.



{Though | should not get any special credit for noticing bow stunning this
particular woman was; 3 Marilan coald have aoticed [, . from Mars)

Wide!™ Peg shouted, and her grin Lt up my world, "You made i,
Kichdu!™

Kichdo!

Nobody had ever called me kiddo, and for some reason it made me want
to T into her arms and cry. [t was also so encowraging to be told that | had
minde it—as though 1'd accomgplished something! In truth, 1'd accomplished
ngsthing more impressive than Tirst getiing kicked out of schoal, and then
getting Kicked out of my parents’ howse, and finally geting lost in Grand
Central Stavion. But her delight in secing me wos a balm. | lelt so welcome.
Mt only welcome, but wanted,

ou've already met Olive, our resident 2ookeeper,” Peg said. =And this
i% Gladys, our dance captain—"

The platinum-haired ghl grinoed, snapped her gum at me, and said,
“Howyadoin?”

“—and this is Celia Ray, one of our showgiris.”

Celia extended her sylphlike arm and said in a low woice, <A pleasure.
Charmed o meet you,”

Celia's voloe was Iniredible, T wasn™t just the thick New York aocent; it
was the deep gravelly tone, She was a showgid with the volce of Lucky
[J'I.IJ:-I-IH‘U-

“Have you eaten? Peg asked me. “Arne vouo starved?”

“No," 1 said. “Not storved, 1 wouldn't say, But [ haven't had proper
dinner.”

Wl go oul, then. Let's go have o Tew gallons of drinks and citch up,”

Clive interjected, "Vivian's luggage hasn't been hrought upstairs ver,
Peg. Her suitcases are still in the Jobby. She's had a long day, and she’ll
want to freshen up. What's more, we should give notes to the case”

“The bowys can being her things upstairs,” Peg said. *She looks fresh
enotgh o me And the crst doesn ™ meed notes,™

*The cast always nesds notes.”

“Tomorrow we can fix (1" was Peg’s vogue answer, which seemed 10
satisfy Olive not ot all. *1 don't want wo stk about business just now, 1 coald
murder a meal, and what's worse I have a powerful thirst. Let's just go ou,
can't wu?"

By nosw, it sounded like Pep was begging Tor Olive's permission,



"Nl tonight, Peg," said Olive firmly, “It'%s been oo long a day, The girl
needs 10 rest and setthe in, Bernadette el @ meat boaf upstairs. | can make
sandwiches,”

Peyg looked a litle deflated, bur cheered up again within the mext minute.

“Upstaied, then!" she said. “Come, Vivvie! Let's gol™

Here's something 1 learned over tme about my aunt: whenever she said
“Let's gol™ she meant that whosver was in sarshol wies also invinsld, Peg
always moved In a crowd, and she wasn't picky about who was (n the
crinwd, elther.

So that's why our gathering that night—held opstairs, in the Hving
guarters of the Lily Playhouse—included not only me and Aot Peg and her
secretary, Olive, but also Gladys and Celia, the showgirls. A last-minute
addition was a fey young man whom Peg collared as he was heading wwand
the stage door. | recognized him as o dancer In the show, Once | got up
chose 1 him, T could see that he looked shout founeen years ald, and he
also looked as if he could use a meal,

“Holand, join vs upstairs foo dinmer,” Peg said.

He hesitared, “Asy, that's ol right, Peg.”

“Don’t worry, hon, we've got plenty of food. Bermaderne made a big pile
of meat loal, There's enough for everyone,”

When Olive looked as thoogh she were going, (o protest something, Peg
shushed her: “Oh, Olive, don't play the governess, 1 can share my dinner
with Roland here. He needs to put on same weight, and I need to lose some,
s it works out. Anyway, we're semisolvent right now. We can afford o
leed a few more mouths,”

We headed 1o the back of the theater, where a wide stalrcase led 1w the
upeitales of the Lily. As we climbed the s, | could no seop staring st
those two showgirls, Cella and Gladys. 1'd never seen such heauties. 1'd
been around theater girls back at boarding schood, but this was different.
The theater girls 3 Emma Willard wended o be the sort of females wha
never wiashed their hair, and alwawn wore thick biack leotands, and every
single one of them thought she was Medea, ot all times. | simply couldn®
bear them. But Gladys and Celis—thiz was a different category. This was a
different species. | was mesmerized by their glamour, thelr accents, their
makeup, the swing of their silk-wrapped rear ends, And as Tor Roland, he



moved his body just the same way. He, too, was a [luid, swinging creaturne.
Hiow Fast they all walked! And how alluringly they threw oul abhreviated
hints of gossip, like bits of bright confetl.

“She just gets by on her Jooks!™ Gladys was saying, about some girl or
anather,

“Nuot even on her looks!™ Roland added. “Just on her legs!™

“Well, that ain't enough!™ said Gladys,

“For one more season it is," said Celia, “ Movle”

"That boylriend of hers don't help matiers"

“That lamebrain!™

“He kekps lapping up thet champagne, thoogh.”

“She should up and wll him!"

s not exsctly panting for il

"How long can a gid make a living as a movie usher?™

*Walking around with that nice-lnoking diamond, though®

“Shie should try to think mose reasonahle.”

“Shie should get herseff a butter-and-egg man.”

Who were these people that were being talked about? What was this fife
that was being suggested? And who was this poor girl being discussad in
the stalrwiell? How was she ever going in adviince past being o mene movie
usher, if she didn't starr thinking more reasonable? Who'd given her the
diamiond? Whis was paving for all the champagme Ut waes being lapped up?
I coredd about all these things! These things manered! And what in the
world was a butter-and-egg man?

I'd never been more desperate o know how a story ended, and this story
didn't wven have a plod—i just had unnamed characiers, hints of wild
action, and a sense of looming crisis. My hean wos racing with excitement
—and yours wonld have been, too, i you were a frivolous nineteen-vear-
old girl like me, who'd never had a serious thooght in her life.

We reached a dimly 1in landing, and Peg unlocked a door and let us all in.
*Welcome home, Kiddo,™ Peg said.
“Home™ in my Aunt Peg's world consisted of the third and fourth floors
ot the Lily Playhouse. These were the living guarters. The sccond floor of
the building—as | would find out later—was office space. The ground floor,



ol course, was the theater itsell, which I"ve already described lor you. But
ihe thind and fowrth Moors were ame, and now wie had arrived.

Peg did not have a talent lor interior design, | could instantly see. Her
taste (if you could call it that) ran wward heavy, outdated antigues, and
mismaiched chalrs, and a lot of apparent confusion about what belonged
where. | could see that Peg hod the same sort of dark, unhappy paintings on
her walls as my parents had (inherited from the same relatives, no doubt). It
wias all Faded prints of horses and portraits of crusty old Cuakers. There was
a Tair amoiind of familiar-looking old silver and china spread armind the
place as well—candlesticks and tea sers, and such—and some of it leoked
valusble, but who koew? None ol it look used or loved, (There were
ashtrays on every surface, though, and those certainly locked used and
Tewarel. )

I don't want v sav that the place was a hovel. It wasn't dirty; I just
wasn't arranged. 1 caught a glance of a tormal dining roome—or, rathes,
what might have been a formal dining mom in anvone else's home, except
that a Ping-Pong table had been placed right in the middle of the room.
Ewven more curiously, the Fing-Pong whle was directly siwated beneath a
Iow-hanging chandelier, which must have made it difficult 1o plav a game.

Wi landded in g penerously sized living rodm—a hig enough space that it
could be oversiuifed with furniture while also containing a grand plano,
which was famimed uncereminbously agabist the wall,

“Who needs something from the borle and jug depanmen? asked Peg,
heading to a bar in the corner. “Martinis? Anyone? Everyone?™

The resounding answer seemed o bie: Yes! Everyome!

Waell, almost pveryone Oive declined a drink and Trowned as Peg poured
the martinis. It looked as though Olive were calculating the price of cuch
cocktail down to the halfpenny—which she probably was doing.

My aunt handed me my marini as casually as if she and | had been
ibrinking together for ages, This was a delight. | feli quite aduli. My parenis
drank (of course they drank; they were WASPR) bt they never drank with
me, 1°d always had to execute my drinking on the sly. Nat anymore, it
secmed.

Chwrers!

“Lat me show yoo to vour rooms,” Clive said.

Peg's secretary led me down a rabhit warmen and opened one ol the
doors. She whd me, “This is vour Unche Billy's apanment. Peg woukd like



s i stay here for now,”

I wis surprised. “"Uncle Billy has an apartment here?™

Cive sighed, "It b a sign of yoor aunt's encuring alfection for her
hushand that she keeps these rooms for him, should be need o place 1w sty
while passing through.*

I don't think it was my imagination thar Olive sawd the words “enduring
aftection" much the same way someons else might say “stubbom rash.”

Well, thank vou, Auni Peg, becavse Billy's apartment was wonderful. Tt
ifidn"t have the clutter il the other rooms 1"d seen—not at all, Mo, this place
had snele, There was a small siming room with a Hreplace and a fine, black-
lacquered desk, upon which sa2 a typewrites. Then there was tee bedroom,
with its windows facing Forty-first Street, and its handsome double hed
made of chrome and dark wood. On the Oeor was an immacalae white g
[ had never before stood on a white rug. Just off the bedrmom was a good-
sized dressing room with @ large chrome mirmor on the wall, and a glossy
wardrobe comalning nat one item of clothing whatsoever. In the comer of
the dressing room was a small sink. The place was spotless.

“You don't have vour own bath, unfortunately,” sald Olive, as the mean in
overalls were depositing my trunks and sewing machine in the dreszing
rocim, “There is a comman hath across the hall, You'll be sharing tha with
Cella, a5 she is staving st the Lily, just Tor now, My Herbert and Benjamin
live dm che other wing, Thiey share thelr awn bath,”

I didn's know who Me Herbert and Beajamin were, but | ligured 1d soon
enough be finding out.

“Billy won't be needing his apantment, Olive?”

“| sincerely dowbt iL”

“Are you very sure? 1f he should ever need these rooms, of course, | <an
go somewhere else. What I'm saying is that [ don't need anything so nice as
all this....”

I was lying, | needed v wanied this ligcle apartment with all my hear,
and had already Lid claim w it in my imagination. This is where T would
become a person of signilicance, 1 decided.

“Your uncle hasn't been o New York City in over four years, Vivian,”
Olive sald, eveballing me In that way she had—ihat unsenling way of
making you tfeel as though she were warching your thoughts like a
newsreel, “I trust thal yoo can bunk down here with a cemain sense of
sgCrily.”



Oh, bliss!

I unpacked a few essentials, splashed some water on my face, powdered my
momse, and combed my halr, Then i@ was back 1o the cluter and chaster of the
hig, overstuffed living room. Back w Peg's world, with all is novelty and
nse,

live went (o the Kischen and brought out & small meat loaf, served on a
plate of dismal letuce, Just as she had intaled caclier, this was not gaing ta
be enough of a meal for everyone in the room. Shanly, however, she
reappeared with some cold cuts and bread. She also scared up hall &
chicken carcass, a plate of pickles, and some containers of cold Chinese
tood. T noticed that sumebody had opened & window ind twurned on 4 small
fan, which helped to eliminate the stuffy summer heat nat in the leasw

“Wou kids ear,” Peg said. *Take all you need.”

Gladys and Roland Ih I the meat Joal like & couple of farmhends. |
helped myself 10 some ol the chop suey. Cella didn't eat anything, hot sat
quietly on one of the couches, handling her manini glass and cigarette with
more panache than anvihing 1"d ever seen,

How was the beginning of the show wonight?™ Clive asked. 1 only
caught the end."

“Well, it fell short af King Lear,” said Peg. “But only juse.”

Olive's frown decpened, “Why? What happened?™

“Nothing happened per se,” said Peg. “1t's just & lackluster show, bug it's
nathing to los sleep over. It's always been lackluster, Nobody in the
audience seemed unduly harmed by it They all left the theater with the use
of Ih'.*lr legs. Anyway, we're changlng the show next week, so it doesst
matbes."

A the box effice recgipts? Far the carly show?™

“The less we speak of such nunnﬁﬂi:heunn sald Peg.

“Bat what was the take; Peg?™

"Dhon't ask questions that you don®™ want to knew the answers 1o, Olive.”

*Well, | will meerd to know, We can’t keep having crowds like walght™

“Oih, how | bove that vou call It a orowd! By sctual coun, there were
forty-seven people at the early show this evening,"

“Peg! That's not énoeigh!™



“Pon't grieve, Olive. Things always get slower In the sumimer,
remember Anyway, we gel the audiences we pet I§ we wanted w daaw
lamger crowds, we would put on baseball games instead of plays. Or we
would invest in air-conditioning. Let's just twm our sttention now owand
geaing the South Seas act ready for next week. We can get the dancers
rehearsing lomorrow morning, and they can be up and running by Tuesday.”

“Not wmonow moming,” said Olive, “I've rented the stage out to a
children's dance class.”

“o0d Tor you, Resourceful os ever, old girl. Tomormw aliemooen, then,”

"Nol wimoirow afemoos. ['ve rented the stage oul for a swimming
Cliss.™

This caught Peg up short. * A swinning class? Come again?™

It o program that the city is olfering. They Il b waching children [rom
the neighborhood how o swim.”

“Tin swiien? Wil they be looding our stage, Olives™

“OM course not. It's called dry swimming. They twach the classes without
water.™

“Dar you meean to tefl me that they will teach swimming as a thearetical
CRAT T L

“Sore or less so, Just the busics, They use chalrs. The civ s paving for

[e.*
“How shout this, (Hive, How about vou wll Gladvs when you hoven T
rented our stage out o a8 children’s dance class, or 10 a dry swimming
school, and then she can call a rehearsal to begin working on the dances for
the South Seas aci?”

“Sonday alternoon,™ sald Dlive,

"Monday afternoon, Gladys!” Peg called over o the showgirl, *Did yvou
hear that? Can you gather evervone together for Monday afternoon?™

“1.don’t like rehearsing in the mormings, anyvhow,” said Gladys. althoogh
| wasn®i sune this constitated a firm reply,

T shooldn't be hard, Gladdie,” said Peg, “I's just a scraich revoe.
Thirow something together, the way vou do.”

“I weant o be in the South Seas show!™ said Roland.

“Fveryone wants to he in the South Seas show,” sald Peg. “The kids love
performing i these exotic intemational dramas, Vivvie. They love the
costumes, This yvear alone, we've had an Indian show, a Chinese maiden
siwry, anid a Spanish dancer story, We tied an Eskimo romance Tasi yvear, bt



It was no good. The costumes weren't very becoming, o say the lesst. Fur,
you know, Heavy, And the songs were mol our hest, We ended up rhyming
nice” with "ice’ so many cimes, it made vour head ache,”

*¥You can play one of the hula girls in the South Seas show, Roland!”
Ciladys sald, and lughed

*1 sure am pretty cnough for it!™ he said, and struck a pose.

“You sure are,” agreed Gladys, “And vou're so tiny, one of these days
vou're just gonna float away. | always goita be carelal not o pul youo right
mext 10 me on the stage. Standing next o vou, 1 look ke 4 great big cow.”

That could be because yvou've gained welght lavely, Gladys,” observed
Cillwe. “You need to monlior whal you edt, o soon v won't e imo your
costames at all.”

“What i porsen eais doesn’t have amvehing w do with her figure! Glidys
profested, a5 she reached for another plece ol meat loal, *I read it in a
magazine, What maners is how much coffre you drink.”

“You drink o much booze,” Roland orled out. “¥ou con’t hold your
liquar?™

I:I"I surely cannat hold my liquort™ Gladys agreed. “Fvervhody knows that
about me, Bt 1"1) el v another thing—1 wouldn®t have as hig a sex life
as | have, W1 oould hold my Haguor!™

“Boot me your lpstck, Celia.,” sald Gladys 1o the other showgirl, who
slently pulled owt a whe from the pocket of her silk robe and handed 1t
over. Gladys painied her lips with the most vielent shade of red 1°d ever
seen, and then kissed Roland hard an both his cheeks, leaving big, bright
imprimts,

There, Roland, Mow vou are the pretiest girl in the room!™”

Roland didn’t appear 1o mind the weasing. e had a face just like a
porcelain doll, and to my expent eve, it looked as though he tweezed his
brovws. | was shocked that he didn't even fry to act male, When he spoke, he
waved his hands around like a debutante. He didn™s even wipe off the
lipstick from his checks! s almost as though be worded 0 look like @
female! (Forglve my naivere, Angela, but 1 hadn't been around a lor of
homasexuals an that point in my Hife. Not male ones, anyhow, Now leshians,
on the other hand—hose 1°d seen. | did spend o vear st Vassar, afer all.
Ewven I wasn't thar oblivious,)

Peg umed her attention o me. “Now! Vivian Lovise Morris? What dio
v wainl o dho with yoursel T while you're here in New Yok Ciey?™



What did T want i do with moyseli? | wanted 1o do this! | wanied e drink
martinis with showgirls, and listen 10 Brosbway business wik, and
eavesdrop on the gossip of boys who looked like gicls! | wanted to hear
ahout people’s hig sex lives!

Bai | couldn®t say any of that, So what | sald, heilllanily, wos: “1'd like w
look around a bit! Take things inl*

Evervone was lonking at me now, Waiting for something more, mayhe?
Waiting for whar?

“T don’t know my way around New York Cliy, s my primary obstecle,” 1
safd, sounding like an ass,

Aunt Peg responded w this inanity by grabbing a papes naphin off the
tahle, and sketching upon it a quick map of Manhatan, | do wish 1 had
mansged o priserve that map, Angela. It was the most charming map ol the
city 1T would ever see: a big crooked carrot of an island, with a dark
rectangle. in the middle representing Central Park; vagoe wavy lines
representing the Hodson and East Rivers; a dollor sign down at the bettom
of the island, representing 'Wall Street; a musical note up at the wp of the
island, representing Harlem, and a bright star right in the middle,
representing right where we werer Times Square, Center ol the warld!
Pinga!

"There,” she said. "Now vou know vour way around. You can't get host
here, kiddi, Just follow the strees signs. I's all pumbered, couldn't be
easler. Just remember: Manhattan is an island. People forges thar ‘Walk far
enough in awy divection, and wou'll run imo water. 1t you hit a river, wm
arvund and go in the other direction. You'll learmn your way around. Dumbser
people than you kave Tigured ou this cliy.”

“Even Gladys Figured 1t oue,” said Roland,

“Watch it, sunshine,” said Gladys, “T was born here.”

“Thank voul™ | said, pocketing the napkin. “And if you need anything
ik wroumd the theater, | woudd be happy o help oot

Nou'd like w help?™ Pep seemed surprised o hear it Clearly, she had
nol expected much of me. Chiist, what had my parenis wld her? “You can
help Olive in the alfice, if you go for that sor of thing, Office work, and
such.”

Hive blanched ar this suggestdon, and 1"'mi afraid | might have done the
same. | didn't wani o wark for Olive any more ithan she wanied me
warking Tor her.



“Cir you can work in the box office,” Peg went on, “You can sell tickets,
You're nol musical, dre vou? 1'd be swrprised 1T you were, Nobady In our
family [s musical.”

“I can sew,”™ | said,

| must*ve sald it quietly, because nobody seemed o reglaer that 1'd
spoken.

Ulive said, “Peg. why don't you have Vivian emroll at the Katharine
Ciibbs School, where she can bearn how 1o type?”

Peg, Gladys, and Cedia all groaned as ane,

“Oilive ks always uying o get us girs w enroll a1 Katharine Gibbs so we
can leam how w type,” Gladvs explained, She shuddered in dramotic
hasrvor, as though learming how o type were something akin to busting up
rocks in g prisoner-of-war camp,

"Katharine Gibbs mwrns out emplovable young women,” Olive said. “A
youny woman ought 1o be employahle.”

“I can’t type, and I'm employohle!™ Gladys said. “Heck, I'm already
employed! I'm employed by vou!™

Cllive said, “A showgirl is never quite emplayed, Gladys, A showgirl is a
person whi may—at ffmes—be in possession of a joh, IUs oot the same
thing, Yours is not a reliable leld ol work, A secretary, by contrast, can
always find employment.”

“1"m il just @ showgiel,” said Gladys, with mifted pride. “I'm o e
capiain. A dance capiatn can always (ind employment. Anyhew, if 1 ron ol
of money, 1'll just get married.”

“Mover learn to type, kidds,” Peg said to me. “And i vou do learn w
ivpsr, never wll anvhaody that vou can type, or they' Il make vou do 1 forever.
Mever learn shomthand, either, ']l be the death of you Cace they put a
sieno pad in a woman's hand, it never comes out.”

Suddenly the gorgeous creamre on the ather side of the room spoke, for
the fimt tme since we'd come upstaim. =Yoo said you can sew?™ Celia
asked,

DOnce again, that [ow, thivaty voice took me by surprise, Also, she had
her eyes on me now, which | found a it inumidsting. 1 don't wam
overuse the wond “smoldering” when | alk about Cella, but there's no way
around i she was the kind of woman who smoldered even when she wasn't
intentionally  trying o0 smaolder. Holding  that smoldering gare  was



uncomiorable for me, so | just nodded, and said in the saler direciion of
Pegg, “¥es, | can sew, Grandmaother Morris taught me how,”

“What sort of stwff do you make?™ Celia asked,

“Well, | made this dress,”

Caladys screamed, “Yoir made thi dress ™

Baoth Gladys and Roland rushed at me the way girds always rushed ot me
when they found out that I'd made my own dress. In a flash, the nwo ot
them were picking at my ouoifit, like two gorgeous littde monkeys,

o clich ehis™ Gladys sakd.

“Even the rrim?" Holand ashed.

I wanted o say, “This is pothing! "—hecause truly, compared w what |
could do, this liwle frock, cunning though it appeared, was nothing. Bt |1
didn"t want 1o seund cocky. So bnstead [ =aid, "1 make everything | wear,”

Celia spoke again, from across the room: *Can you make costumes?"

1 supposie s0. 1t would depend on the costume, but 1°m sure | could.”

The showgirl stood wp and asked, “Could you make somothing like this?*
She et hor robe drop o the floor. revealing the costume beneath it

{1 know that sounds dramatic, to say that she “let her robe drop,” but
Celia was the kind of girl who didat just @ke her clothes off like any ather
masrtal wioman; she always et them denp.)

Her figure was xstonishing. but as for the costume, It was baslic—a [ittle
iwii-piece mictallic number, something like o bathing saie I was the sor of
thing that was designed to look better fram fifty feet away than up close. It
had tight, high-waisted shorts decorated in splashy sequins, and a bra thar
wis decked out in a2 gaody amangement of beads and feathers, It looked
wisisdd on her, bul that's only because a hespltal gown would have looked
good on her, 1 thought it could have fit her better, to be honest, The shoulder
siraps were all wrong,

“I could make that,™ | said. “The headimg woold rake me awhile, but
thai s juss busywark, The nea of i s simightforwand,” Then 1 had a Mash nf
inspiration, like a More shot up in a night sky: “Say, il yoo have 4 costume
director, mayvbe | could work with her? | could be her assistant!”

Lavghter burst out across the moom.

“A costume director!® Gladys said “What do you think this s,
Paramount Plomres? You think we got Edith Head hiding down there in the
basemeni?"



“The girls are responsible for their own costumes,™ Peg explained. =1 we
disn’t hive anything that will work for them in our costume Closel—and we
never do—they have 1o provide thelr own outfits. 1t costs them, bor that's
Just how things have always been done, Where'd you get yours, Celia?™

“1 boughe bt off a gird. You remember Evelyn, at Bl Morcco? She got
married, moved 1o Texas. She gave me a whole trunk of costumes. Lucky
for me.”

S, lucky for you,”™ sniffed Roland, “Locky veu didn™t get the clap.”™

A, give it rest, Rodand,” said Gladyvs, "Evelyn wis i good Kid. You're
just jealous because she martied a cowboy,”

I vois'd ke w help the kids out with thelr costumes, Vivian, 1'm sure
evervone would appreciate iL” said Peg,

“Could you make me 3 South Seas o2 Gladys asked me. “Like o
Hawadian hula gid?"

hat was like asking o master chel il he could make porridge.

“Sure,” 1 sald. =1 could make you one tomaormow.”

“Could you make me a hula outfit?” asked Roland.

“1 dom't have a hudget for new costumes,” Ofive wamed, “Wa havent
discussed this."

“0h, Olve,” Peg sighed. “You are every inch the vicir's wile. Lel the
kids have their fun.”

I etiuldn’t help but observe thal Celld had kept ber gaee on me sincg we
staned lalking ahout sewing. Being in her line of vision (el both terriiving
and thrilling,

“You know something? she said, afier studving me more closely.
“¥ou"re prey.”

MNow, to be falr, people wsually noticed thie fact abour me sooner. Pan
who could blame Celia tor having paid me so litle amention up until this
poxint, when she was in possession of thar face and thor body?

“Tell you the truth,” she said, smiling (or the first time that night, “vou
kinda look like me.”

Let me be clear, Angele: 1 didn 't

Celia Roy was o goddess: | was an adolescent. But b the skeschiesa of
terma, | suppose | could see that she had a point: we were both wll brunetes
with ivory skin and wide-set brown eyes. We could have passed for cousins,
if ol sisters—and decidedty mot twins, Ceriainly our figures had nothing in
common. She was a peach; | was a atick. Sll, 1 was Tattered. To this day,



though, | believe that ihe only reason Cella Ray ever took notice of me at
all was bieciuse we lsoked a iy bit alike, and that drew hor attention, For
Cella, vain as she was, looking at me must have been like looking in a (very
foggy, very distant) mirmor—and Celia never met a minror she didn’s love.

“You and me should dress up alike sometime and go oul on the wown,®
Celia said, in thai low Bronx growl thal was alsa a purr. “We could get
ourselves into some real good trouble,”

Well, | didn't even know what o say to thed. 1 just sat there, gaping like
the Emma Willard schoolgirl T so recently had been.

As for my Aunt Peg—my legal guardian, a1 this poim, please remember
—she heard this [llicii-sounding Invite and sald, “Say, girls, that sounds
fun. "

Peg was over ot the har again mixing up anather hateh af maninis, bl at
that point, Dlive put a stop o things: The fearsome secoetary of the Lily
Playhiouse swoind up, clapped her hands, and annowenced, “Enosugh! 1l Peg
stays wp any later, she will not be the better Tor it in the moming.™

“Dharm it, ﬂ]]ve I°ll give vou a poke in the eye!” Peg said.

“Tin hed, Peg,” said the 111111-H1m'|'.tahle live, tugging down her girdle for
emphasis, * Mow."

The roism scatheresd, Wee all said our good nighs.

I made my way to my apartment {my aperrnernt ] and anpacked a b
more, 1 oouldn’t really Tocus on the wak, though, | was in a buge of nervows
ey,

Peg came by to check on me as | was hanging up my dresses in the
wiardrohe.

“You're comlorahle here?” she asked, looking aroum] a1 Billy's
immaculate apariment.

“1 like it so much hore. It's bovely.”

*Yas. Billy would accept nothing less.™

“Mav | ask you something, Pog?™

S eraindy,”

“What about the fire?™”

“Which fire, kiddo?*

“Olive sald there was a small fire ot the theaer wday. | wondered §f
evervthing is all right.”

“Chh, that! It was just some old sets that accidenally got ignited behind
ithe huildicg. 1 have friends in the fire depariment, so we wene Tine. Baoy,



wias that fodoy? By golly, 1'd forgoten about it almady.” Peg robbed her
eves, ", well, Kiddo, Yoo will soon enough find oot that Nife a0 the Lily
Mayhouse is nothing but a series of small fires. Now off 1o slecp or Offve
will have you detsined by the suthorities.”

Sa off w sleep | went—ithe first time | would ever sleep In New York
City, and the first {but decidedly not the last) tdme T would ever sleep in a
man's bed.

I do not recall who dleaned up the dinner mess.

It wiis prohably CHlive,



FOUR

Within two weeks of moving o New York Cioy, my life had changed
completely. These changes included, but were not limited 10, the loss of my
virginity—which is an awiully amusing story that T shall tell you shortly,
Angela, if you'll just be patient with me bor a moment longer.

Because for aow, | fust want o say that the Lily Plavhouose was unfike
any warld 1°d ever inhabited. It was a living animation of glamour and grit
and mayvhemn and fu—a warld full of adulis behaving like children, in other
wirds, Godse was all the ordes and regimentstion thar my family and my
schools had tried o drill into me thus lar. Nobody at the Lily (with the
exception of the long-suffering Olive) even astempred to Eeep the normal
rhythms of respectable life. Drinking and reveling were the noem, Moeals
wire hield ot sporadic kours, People shept unnil noosn, Mobody staried work
at a particular time of day—nor did they ever exactly stop working, for that
matter. Plans changed by the moment, guests came and went with neither
formak imtroductions nor erganized fanewells, and the designation of doties
was alwiys unglear

I swifily learned, 1o my head-spinning aswondshment, that no figure of
autharity was going to he monitoring my comings and goings anymore. |
had nobody o report to and nothing was expected of me. 1f | wanted 1o help
oul with costumes, [ could, bt 1 was given no formal job, There was no
curfew, no head count in the beds at night. There was no house warden;
there was no mother.

I was free.



Allegedly, of course, Aunt Peg was responsible for me. She was my
actual Family member, amd had been entrusted with my cane in locs
parentis. But she wasn'™t overprotective, 1o sav the least. In face, Aunt Peg
was the first (resthinker I'd ever met. She was of the mind that people
should make their own declsions about thelr own Hves, if you can imagine
suich o preposterous thing!

Peg's world ran on chaos, and vet somehow it worked. Despite all the
disorder, she managed o put on two shows a day at the Lily—an early
shaow [which staried ai five, and atircied women and children) and a Late
show [which stamed ar eight, and was a bit racier, for an older and more
male sudience). There were matinees on Sundey and Wedneaday, oo, O
Saturdays at noom, there was always a magic show lor free, tor the local
children, (live was wsually ahle o rent ol the space Tor neighborhaood
isage during the daytime, though [ don't think there was danger of anvbody
geing rich oll dry swimming lessons.

Or audlence was drawn From the nelghborhood iselfl, and back then, it
really was a neighborhood—maostly Irish and Ialians, with a scattering of
Catholic Eastern Furopeans, and a gond number of lewish families. The
four-story tenements surrounding the Lily were crammed full of recent
immigranis—ind by "crammed,” | medan dosens al souls livieg in a single
[lar. That being the case, Peg tried 10 keep the language In our shows
simple, o gccommaodate these new English speakers, Shmpler language alsa
made the memorizing of lines easier for our performers, who were ol
exactly classically trained thesplans.

Cur shows did not attract tourists, or critics, or what vou might call
“theatergoers,” We provided working-class entertainment for warking-cliss
people, and that was 1. Peg wis adamam that we not kid ourselves that we
did anything more. (“I'd rather put on a good leg show than bad
Shakespeare,” she said.] Indeed, the Lily did not have any of the hallmarks
that you wouklld sssociam with a proper Broadway instintion, We did not
have sap=nf=towe tryouts, or glimoeous parties on opening nights. We didn
close down in Auwgust, like so many of the Broadway houses did. (Our
patrons didn't go on vacations, so neithier did we) Wi were not even dark
on Mondays. We were more like what used w be colled “a continuoos
house”—swhere entertaimment just kept being served up, day after day. all
the vear round. As long as we kept our tickel prices comparable o those at
the local mawie houses [which were, along with arcaedes and illegal



gambling, our biggest competition lor the neighborheod dollars) we oould
(11 ot seiits Fairly well,

The Lily was not a budesque theater, but many of our showgirls and
dancers had come from the world of burlesque (and they had the immodesay
i prove i, bless them ). We were not quite vaudeville, vither—only because
vaudeville was mearly dead by that point in hisiory, But we were almost
vaudeville, considering owr slapdash, comic plays. In fact, it would be a
siretch to claim that our plays were pluys a1 all. It would be more accurate
I sy that they were revoes —cobbled-wgether bits of stories that were pot
much more than excuses for lovers 1o reanite and for dancers o show off
their legs. (There were limits s the scope of the storjes Ut we could wll,
anvhow, given that the Lily Plavhouse only had three hackdrops. This
meant that all the action In our shows had o ke place on elther o
nineteenth-century city sreetcomer, in an elegant upper-class parlos, or on
an ovean liner)

Peg chanped the revoes every fow weoeks, but they were all more or less
the same, and they were all forgettable. (What's that vou say? You never
heard of a play called Haopping Mad, about two street urchins who fall in
love? Why, of course you didn™t? It ran at the Lily for only fws weeks, and
it s swilily replaced by & nearly identical play called Canch Thar Boai!—
which, of course, wok place on an ocean liner. )

“H 1 eould improve on the Tormulba, | would,” she ance wld me, “Bud the
farmula works.”

The formula, to be specific, was this:

Delight {or at least distract] vour sudience for a short while {never more
than fory-five minutes!) with an approsimation of a love sy, Your fove
story should star-a likable young couple who can mp-dance and sing. but
who are kept apan from each other's arms by a villain—aotien a banker,
sometimes 3 gangster (same idea. differem costume}—who gnashes his
ieeth and tries o desiroy oor gosd coople, There should be a Rooey with a
natable basiline making eves ol our hero=but the hero muost anly bave eyes
far his one true girl, There should be a handsome swain who tHes 0 woo
the girl away from her fellow. There should be a drunken hobo character for
comic rellef—his stubble indicated by application of burmt cork. The show
always had at least one dreamy ballad, vsually rhyming the word “moon™
with the word “swoon.” And there was always a kick line at the enid.

Applause, curtain, do il all over again for the late show,



Theater critics did an excelleni job of not notlcing our existence at all,
which was probably best for evervone,

I it sounds like I'm denigrating the Lilv's productions, ['m not | loved
them. | would give anything w sit in the back of that rowing old playhouse
and see one of those shows again. To my mind, there was never anything
botier than those simple, enthusiastic revues. They made me happy, They
were designed tn make people happy without making the audience work oo
hard in understand what was going on. As Peg had learned hack in the
Gireal War—when she used 1 produce cheerlul sang-and-dance =kiis lor
soldiers who'd just lost limbs, or had their throas burned ou with mwstand
gas—"Somedmes people just need o think about something else,”

Clur job was (o give them the something else.

A for the cast, our shows always needed eight dancers—(our bays and four
girls—and also always needed four showgirls, because that's just what was
vapecied. People came 1o the Lily for the showgirls. 1f you're wondering
what the difference was between “dancer” and “showgirl,” it was height
Showgirls had to be ag least Hve foot ten. That was witheen the heels and the
feathir hoaddresses, And showgirds were expected 1o be Tar more stunning
than your average dancer,

hest to further confuse you, sometdmes the showgirls danced (such as
Crladys, who was also owr dance coptain), but the dancers never showgired,
because they weren't tall enough or beautiful enough, and never would be.
Mo amount of makeup or creative padding could wm @ moderately
attractive and medivm-sized dancer with & fairly decent figure inio the
spectacle of Amaronian gorpecasness that was o midoentury Kew York
Cley showgirl,

Ihe Lily Playhouse cought a lot of performers on thelr way wp the ladder
of success. Same of the girls who staried our their careers at the Lily later
moved on to Fadio City or to the Diamond Horseshoe, Some of them even
becamie headliners. But more often, we caught dancers on thelr way down
the ladder. (There is nothing maore brave or touching than an aging Rockeste
auditioning o be in the charus line of & cheap and lousy show called Carcl
That Boat!)

But we had a small group of regulars, o, who performed for the Lily's
humble sudbimces in show after show. Gladys was a staple of the company.



She had invented a dance called the “hoggle-hogale,” which our sudiences
Tewieed, and so wie put B in every performance. And why wouldn't they love
(e Tt was nothing but a free-for-all of ghels boagling about the stage with the
ot jiggling of body parts imaginable.

“Boggle-hoggle!™ the sudience would shout during the encors, and the
girls would accommodate them. Sometimes we would see neighborhood
children on the sidewalks doing the hoggle-hoggle on their way to schonl,

Let"s justsay it was our cultural legacy.

| would love o tell you exacly how Peg’s Hude theater conpany remained
solvent, but the truth ks that | do not know. (It could be a case of that old
|oka about how 1o make a small forune in show business: by starting with &
large fortune.) Oar shows never sold out, and our ticket prices were chicken
feed. Moreover, although the Lily Playhouse was marvelous, she was a
white elephant of the highest degree, and she was expensive. She leaked and
creaked. Her electrical wiring was as old as Edison himsell, her plumbing
was pccult, her paing was everywhere peeling, and her roof was designed 1o
withstand a sunny day with no rain, and now much meore than that, My Aunt
Peg poured money inio thin collapsing old theater the way an indulgent
helress might pour money (ngo the drag habie ol an oplum-addicred lover—
which is w say hounmlessly, desperately, and uselessly.

As far Olive, her joh was w try w stem the flow of money. An equally
bottomless, desperate, and hopeless task. (1 can sill hear Olive cryving out,
*This is not 3 Prench hotel!™ whenever she’d catch people running the hot
water too long, )

live always looked tred, and Toe good reason: she had heen the anly
responsible adult in this company since 1917, when she and Peg first met |
sy learned that O lve wasn't firkimg when she said she'd been working fos
Peg “since Moses was in nappies.” Just like Peg, Olive had been a Red
Cross nurse in the Great War—although she'd been trained in Britain, of
course. The two women had met on the banlefields of France, When the
war ended, Ollve decided w ahandon nursing and follow her new riend
Inge thee feld of theawer inswead—plaving the rale of my aunt's rosted and

secTetary.

Olfiwe coold always be seen marching about the Lily Playhovse, mpidly
Tssuing commands, edicts, and corecions. She wore the strained  and



mariyred expression of a good herding dog charged with hringing order to
an undisciplined Mok of sheep. She was full of rules, There was o be no
cating in the theater [*We don't want more rats than audience members! ™),
There was 1o be prompringde at all rehearsabs, No “guests of guests” were
allowed 10 sleep overnight, There were o be no refunds without recelpis,
And the taxman must always be paid firse.

Peg respected the mules of her secretary. but anly in the most ahstract
way. She respecied those rules in the manner of somecne whe has lapsed
freem their Faith but whi still bas o lundamental regard lor charch law, In
other wiords: she respected Olive’s rules without actually obeying them.

Ihe pest of us followed Peg's lead, which meant that pobody obseved
Olive's rules, although we sometimes pretended w.

Thus Olive was constantly exhausted, and we were allowed o remain
like children,

Peg and Ofive lived on the fourth (loor of the Lily, in apariments separated
by @ common living area. There were several other apanments up there on
the fourth foor, e, that were not in active use when | firt moved in
(They'd been huili by the original owner for his mistresses, hul were now
being saved, Peg explained w me, “for last-mimute drifiers and other sundry
iinerEms. "}

Bt the third floor, where | got to lve, is where all the interesting activity
happened, That's where the plano was—usually covered by hall-empty
cocktail glasses and half-full ashays, [Sometimes Peg would pass by the
piano, pick up someone’s leftover drink, and knock iy back, She called it
Flaking a dividend.") It was on the third Toer whene evervone ate, smoked,
drank, fought, worked, and lived. This was the real office of the Lily
Playhouse.

There was & man named Mre. Herbert who also lived on the third flooc
Mr. Herbert was introduced to me as “our plavwright.” He created the basic
story lines for our shows, and also came up with the jokes and gags. He was
absn the stage manager. He also served, | was old, as the Lily Mayhouse’s
[riss dgens

“What does a press agent do, exactly™ I once asked him,

“T wish 1 knew,"” he responded.



More interestingly, he was 4 dishamed attomey, and one of Peg’s oldest
friends, He'd boen disharred afier embaeling o considerahle amount of
money from a client, Peg didn't hold the crime against him because he'd
been ofl the wagon at the tme. “You can’t blame a man for what he does
when he's drinking” was her philosophy, (“We all have our frailies was
another of her adages—she, who always gave second and third and founth
chances 1o the frail and the failing.) Sometimes in a pinch, when we didn’t
have a betier performer on hand, M. Herben would play the mie of the
dninken hoba charscier in our shows—hringing o that positien a natural
pathos that would just break your heart,

Bl Mr, Herbert was fimy. He was Tunny i a way that was dry and dark,
hut he was undeniably funny. In the momings when | got up for breakfase, 1
wotlhd abways find Mr, Herhert sitting at the Kichen whle in his sagoy sait
irousers and an undershire. He'd be drinking fnom his mug of Sanka and
picking at lis one sad pancake. He would sigh and lrown oves his notepad,
trying to think of new jokes and lines for the next show, Every morming, |
would bait him with a sunny greeting, just o bear his depressed response,
which always changed by the day.

“Crond moming, Mr Herbert!™ | would sav.

The paiint s debatohle,” he might respond.

O, on anather day: "Good morming. Mr. Herberg?”

1wl hull allow 10"

0 "Good moming, Mr. Herben!™

“1 fail to spe your argament,”

O “Crood moming, Mr. Herbern!”

“I Find mysell unegual w the occasion™

O, my Favorite ever: "Good mormning, Mr. Herber?™

“Cih, vou're 3 satirist now, are you?"

Anather inhabitont of the third tloor was a handsome young black man
named Benjamin Wilson, who was the Lily's songwriter, composer, and
piano player. Benjamin was quiet and refined, and he always dressed in the
musst beautiful sule. He was usually to b found sining st che grand plano,
either ritting on some jaunty mne for an upcoming show, or playing jazz for
his own entertainment. Sometimes he would play hymns, but anby when he
thoisght nobody was listening,



Benjamin’s lather was a respected minkster up in Harlem, and his mather
was the princpal of a girs' academy on 132nd Sireet, He was Harlem
rovalty, in other words, He had been groomed for the church, but was hued
away from that vocation by the world of show busimess. His family didn't
wiind him arowmd anymore, a5 he was now lalnied with sin. This was a
standard theme, T would learn, for many of the people who worked at the
Lily Plavhouse. Peg ook in a lot of refugees, in that respect.

Mot unlike Holand the dancer, Benjamin was far too talented e be
working for a cheap ouiler like the Lily., Bat Peg gave him free moom and
board, and his durties were light, so he stick around.

There was one maore person lving at the Lily when 1 moved in, and 1"ve
saved her for last, because she was the most important to me.

Ihat person was Celia—ithe showgirl, my goddess

| had been wid by Olive that Cella was lodging with us only wemporarily
—just unti] she got things “sorted oet”™ The reason Cefia needed a place 1o
stay was becanse she'd recently been evicted from the Rehearsal Club—a
respectable and inexpensive hotel for women on West Fitty-thind Streee,
where o goiod many Broadway dancers amd actresses staved back in the day,
But Celia had lost her place at the Rehearsal Club because she'd been
caught with a man in her room. So Peg had offered Celia @ oom 2t the Lily
as 4 SOPRIp mrasure.

I got the sense that Cilive disapproved of this offering—but then again,
Olive maostly disapproved of evervthing that Peg offered 1o people for tree,
This wasn't a palatial offering in any case. Celia's little mom down the hall
was Lar more humble than my laney setp aver in Uncle THllv's never-used
pled-d-terre. Celia’s boli-hole wasn't moch more than a wtility closet with a
cot and a tny bit ol floor upon which w strew her chiothing. The room had o
window, but it faced a hot, stinking alley. Celia®s rom didn’t have a carpet,
she didn't have a sink, she didn't have a mimor, she didn't bave a closet.
and she certalnly didn 't have a large, handsomie bed, like | had.

All al this probably explains why Celia moved in with me my second
night at thie Lily. She did so withoa asking, There was no discussiaon about
it whatsoever; it just happened—and at the most unexpected time, too.
Somewhere in the dark hours heoween midnight and dawn on Day Two of



my sojourn in Mew Yook City, Celia stumbled imo my bedroom, woke me
ip with a hard hump to the shoulder, and uttersd one boozy ward:

“5:1!0'[.'

S0 1 scooted, | moved over 1o the other side of the bed as she wmbled
and my muaitress, commandeered my pillow, weapped the entirety of my
sheet around her beavtiful form. and fell upcopsciows in a matier of
moments.

Well, this was exciting!

This was so exciting, In Face, that T codldn®t [l back 1o sheep, | didn®
dare 1o move. For one thing, 1'd lost my pillow, amd 1 was now pressed
agalnst the wall, s [ was no longer comionable. Put the more seriods ssue
here wars this: what is protoool when a drunk and fully dressed showgin has
Just collapsed onto your bed? Uncliear, Sa 0 Tay there inostillness and silance,
listening 1o her thick breathing, smelling the clgarete smoke and perfume
o her hair, and wondering how we would manage the inevitahle
awkwardness when morning came.

Celia finally roused herself around seven o'clock, when the sunlight that
was glaring into the bedroom became impaossihle m ignore, She gave a
decadent yawn and stretched fully, taking up even mare of the bed. She was
still wedring all her makeup andd was dressed In ber reckless evening. gown
from the night before, She was stunning. She looked like an angel who had
fallen o earth, straight through & hole i the Noor of some celestal
nighicluh.

“Hev, Vivvie,” she said, biinking away ﬂpmﬂ."l’hauj;smrmrlugjm
bed. That cot they gave me is wriure, | couldn’t ke it anymaore,”

I hadln®t been fully confident at this paint that Celia even knew my mimi:,
s (0 hear her use the affectionste diminutive “Vivwie” flooded me with joy.

“That's all right,” I said. *You can sleep here anytime,™

“Heally?" she said, “Thac's wervific. "Il move v things in here ioday.”

Woll, then, | goes | had a mommate now. {That was fine with ma,
thoaeeh, | was just honored thil she'd chosen me.) | wanted this strange,
exotic moment to last as long as possible, so 1 dared 10 make conversation.
“5ay,” | asked, “where'd you go out w last night?~

She seemed surprised that | cared.

“Ell Marocco,” she said, “1 saw John Rockefeller thers.”

“Did youd™



“He's the pits. He wamted o dance, but | was out with some other
Fellonws,”

"Who'd you go out with?™

"Miobody special. Jest s couple of guys who anen't abou o ke me home
i et their mothers,”

*What kind of guys?™

Celia settled back into the hed. lit 3 smobke, and nld me all about her
night, She explained that she had gone out with some Jewish hoys who
were pretending o be gangsters, hut then they ran into some real bewish
gangsiers, so the pretenders had 1o scram, and she ended up with a fellow
whii ook her w Brooklyn and then pald lor a limousiine o ke her home, |
was entranced by every detail. We staved in bed for another hour as she
narrated for me—in that unforgenahly gruff volce of hers—every detail of
an evening in the lite of one Celia Ray, New York Cliy showgirl.

| drank {1 all doswn like spring water.

By the next day, all of Celia"s belongings had migrated into my apartment.
Het tubes ol greasepaint and pots of cold oeam now cletiered ap every
srface, Her vials of Elizabeth Anden competed for space on Uncle Billy?s
clegant desk against her compaces of Helena Rubinstein, Her long hairs
laced my sink. My loor was an instant anghe of brassieres and fishnes,
garters and girdles, {She had such prodigious quantities of undergarments? |
swear, Celia Ray had a way of making negligees reproduce.) Her used,
perspiration-soaked dress shields were hiding under my bed like little mice.
Her tweezers bit into my feet when | stepped on them,

She wis ouirageously cntithed, She wiped her fipstck an my oweks. She
borrowed my sweaters withouwt asking. My pillowcases became stained with
black smudges from Cella’s moseara, and my sheeis were dyed orange Irom
her pancake makeup. And these wasn®t anything this girl wouldn®t wse as an
ashiray—including once, while I was in it, the bathiub.

Incredibly, | didn't mind any of this. On the comrary, | never wanted her
i feave, Il 1°d had @ mommaste this interesting hack at Vassar, | might've
stayed In college. To my mind, Celia Ray was perfection. She was New
York City's very distillation—a glinering composite of sophistication and
mystery. | would endure any filth or hefouling, just to have access o her.



Anvhow, our living arangement seemed to suit us both perfecily: 1 got
be pear her glamour, and she got 1o be vear my sink,

I never asked my Aont Peg il this was all right with her—that Celia had
moved inm Uncle Billy's moms with me, or that the showgin seemed intent
om staying at the Lily indefinitely. This seems awiully ill-mannered, when 1
think back on it now, It would have been the moest hasic act of politeness 1w
al lesest elesar this arvangement with my hirst, Bt [ owirs Gar teen self-ibsorhed
o be polite—and so was Celia, of comrse. So we just went ahead and did
whatever we wanted w do, witheut giving it another twught.

What's more, | mever really worried aboot the mess that Celia left hehimd
In that spariment, because | knew that Aunt Peg's maid, Bernadette, would
eventually ke care of it. Bemadette was a quiet and efficient soul who
cuma to the Lily six days a week o clean up afier evervone. She tidied up
our khichen and our bathrooms, wased our Moors, cooked dinner for s
{which we sometimes ste, sometimes ignored, and sometimes Invied wn
pnannounced guests o). She also ordered the groceries, called in the
plumber nearly every day, and probably did about ten thousand other
thankless tasks, as well, In addition w all thal, she now bad o clean up alter
me and Celia Ray, which hardiv seerms fair.

I onee overheard Oive remark to a guest: “Hernsdetie is Trish, of courss,
But she s not violenidy Irish, 50 we keep her on."

This is the kind of thing that prople used to say back then, Angela.

Unforunately, that's all | can remember about Bermnadette.

Ihe reason | don™ remember any particalar details about Bemadetie is
becouse [ didn't pay much amention w0 maids back then, | was so viry
accusiomed o them, you see. They were nearfv invisible w me, | just
expecied o be served. And why was that? Why was | so presumplsous and
callow?

Breeatse I was rich.

I haven't sald those words vt in these pages, so lecs just get ivour af the
way right now: | was rich, Angela. | was rich, and | was spailed. 1'd heen
raised during the Great Depresston, e, hot thee crisiy never affected my
tamily in any pressing manner. When the dollar failed, we went from
having three maids, two cooks, @ nammy. a gardener, and a full-time



chaufieur o having just two maids, one cook, amd a part-time chaaileur. Sa
that didn"t queite dqualify us for the breadline, 1o pat it mildly,

And because my expensive boarding schoal had ensured that [ never mat
anybody whao wasn't like me, | thought everyone had grown up with a big
Zenith radio (n the living room. | thought everyone had a pony. | theught
every man was a Republicen, and that there were only two kinds of women
in the world—those wha had gone o Vassar, and those who had gone
Smith. [My mother went (o Vassar, Aunl Peg went to Smich for ane vear,
belore dropping out e foin the Bed Cross. 1 didn®t know what the diflenence
was hetween Vassar and Smith, but from the way my mother walked, 1
understood it o be crocial

I certainly thought everyone had maids. For my entire life, somehady like
Bernadiee had alwavs 1aken care of me, When | left my dinty dishaes siting
on the tble, somebody always cleaned them up. My bed was beautitully
made for me, every day. Dy wowels magically replaced damp ones. Shioes
that | tossed carelessly upon the flocr were straightened out when | wasa't
looking. Behind it all was some great cosmic force—oonstant and invisible
as gravity, and just as boring th me as gravity—puting my lite in order and
making sure that my knickers were always clean,

It may nod surprise yoal, then, to learn that 1 eidn® Tife a fnger 1o help out
with the housekeeping, once | moved into the Lily Playhouse—not even in
the dpariment that Peg had so generously besirwed wpon me. 1L oever
occurred o me that | shoold kelp. Nor did it occur o me tha | oouldn®y
keep a showgirl in my bedroom as a pet, just because 1 telt like it

I cannok comprehend why nobody ever throteled me,

You will somedimes encounter people my age, Angela, who grew up
experiencing real hardship during the Depression. (Your father was one
such person, of course.) But hecause evervhody around them was alsa
struggling. these. people will often repowt that they were not aware as
children that their deprivations were anosaal,

You will often hear such people sav; 1 didnt even know T wis poor!™

I was the opposite, Angela: | didn't know [ was rich.



FIVE

Within & week, Cella and | had esablished our own limle routine. Every
night after the show was finished, she would throw on an evening gown
{usually something that, in sther circles, would ve qualified as lingerie] and
head out om the town for a night of debauchery and excitement, Meanwhile,
I would wat a late dinner with Auni Peg, listen w the radio, do some sowing,
go 10 a movie, or go o sleep—all twe while wishing | were doing something
mire exciting

Then st some ungodly hour in the middle of the nighe 1*d feel the bumg
on my showlder, and the [amiliar command 1o “scool” 1'd scoot, and Celia
would collapse onto the bed, devouring all my space, pillows, and sheets.
Sometimas she would conk right out, but other nights she'd stay up chatting
hostazily until she dropped ofl in midsentence, Sometimes | would wake up
and find that she was holding my hand in her slecp.

In the momings, we would linger in bed, and she would tell me about the
men she'd been with, There were the men who took her up o0 Harlem or
dancing. The men who took her oot we the midnight meoyies. The men whe
had gowen her 1w the frong of the line o see Gene Kupa at the Paramount.
The men who had introduced her to Maorice Chevaller. The men who paid
for her meals of lobster thermidor and haked Alaska, (There was nothing
Celia would not do—nothing she had not done—for the sake of lobster
thermidor and baked Alaska.) She spoke about these men as it they were
meaningless o her, but only because they wore meaningless w her. Cie
they paid the bill, she often kad a tough time remembering their names, She



used them much the same way she wsed my hand lotions and my stockings
—Ireely and carclessly,

“A glrl must create her own opportunities,” she wsed o sy,

Ax for her background, | soon learmed her story:

Basrn in the Brony, Cella had been chrisiened Marla Theresa Bepeveml.
While vau'd never guess it from the name, she was ftalien, Or at least her
tather was Italian, From him, she'd inherited the glossy black hair and those
sublime dark eyves. From her Palish mother, she'd inherited the pale skin
and the heighi.

She had exacy one vear of high school education, She el school m age
lourteen, alter having o standalows alfaic with a friend's father, (%A fair™
may ned b the accurate wond o describe what transpires sexually between
a forty-vear-old man and 4 foureen-vear-old girl, but that"s the word Calia
wseel ) Her “affair™ had gotten ber thrown ot of her home, and had also
gotten her pregnant. This sitation, her gentleman suitor had graciously
=tonk care of* by paying for an abortdon. After her abortion, her paramour
had no wish to further engage with her, so he returned his devotions o his
wife and family, leaving Maria Theresa Beneventl all on her own, tn make
dos in the world as best she could,

Shit worked in an incdusirial bakery or & while, where the owner gave her
4 job and offered her a place 1o stay in exchange for frequent =10, s "—a
it that 1"d never heard belore, but which Celia helplully explalsed w me
were “jerk offs.” (This is the image that [ think of, Angela, whenever | hear
people talk about how the past was a more Innocent me. [ think of
fourteen-vear-old Maria Theresa Beneventi, fresh offl her first abortion, with
ni fool sver her head, masturbating the owner of an indusirial hakery =0
ihat she could keep her job and have somewhere safe to sleop, ¥es, ofks-
those were the davs, )

Soom young Maria Theresa discovered she could sam more money as 3
ifime-a-tance girl than by baking dinner mlls for a perven. She changed her
nami ter Celia Ray, moved in with a lew other dancers, and began her career
—which consisted of putting foith her gorgeousness into the world, for the
sake of personal advancement, She staned working as a wxi dancer ot the
Honeymoon Lane Danceland on Seventh Avenue, where she let men grope
her, perspire on her, and cry with loneliness in her amms bor fifoy dollars a
weeh, plus “presents” on the side,



She irfed for the Miss New Yook beauty pageant when she was sixieen,
biit lost o a girl wh played the vibraphone anstage in a bathing sl She
alen worked as a photographer’s model—selling everyihing from dog [ood
tr antifungal creams. And she'd been an artist’s model—selling hir naked
hasdy fior hasurs a1 & time o o schools and painters. While sill a eenager,
she wedded a saxophone player whom she'd met while briefly working as a
hatcheck girl at the Russian Tea Hoom. Mamriages w saxophone players
never do work out, though, and Celia’s was no exception; she was divorced
belore vou knew i,

Right afver her diverce, she and a girlfriend moved 1o Califomia with the
Intention of becoming mavie stars, She managed o ged hersell sume screen
iests, but never landed a speaking part. ("1 got owenty-five dollars & day
oncy o play o dead girl In 4 murder picture,” she sald proudlv—naaming a
movie | had never heard ofl) Celia left Los Angeles a lew years later,
having realized that “there were lour girls on every comer out there with
hetter figures than me, and no Brorx accent.”

When she came back home from Hollvwood, Celia got a job ar the Stork
Clab as a showgirl. There, she mer Gladys, Peg's dance captain, who
recruited her for the Lily Mlavhoose, By 1940, when | arrived, Celia had
been working for my Aunt Peg lor almast two vears—the longest periad of
stability in her life, The Lily was not 4 glamorous venue. [t was cerlainky no
Stork Club. Bul the way Cella sow it the jish was easy, her pay was segular,
and the owner was a woman, which meant she didn't have 1o spead her
workdays dodging “some greasy boss with Roman hands and Russian
limgers.” Plus, ber job duties were over by ten o' clock. This meant that once
she was done dancing on the Lily stage, she could go out an the town and
dance until dawn—aften ar the Stork Club, but now it was for fun.

How all thar life experience adds up to someone who was claiming to be
only nineteen years obd, vou tell me,

To my jov and surprise, Celia and | became Triends.

To & certain extent, of course, Celia liked me because | was Ieer
handmaiden, Even at the tdme, | knew that she regarded me as her
handmaiden, but that was all Aght with me. (If you know anyvthing about the
friendships of young girls, vou will know that theve is always one person
playing ihie part of the bandmaiden, anyhow.) Celia diemanded a certain



level ol devoied service—expecting me o b her calves for her when they
wiere sore, or i give her hair a roaesing brushing, Or she'd say, "Oh, Vivvie,
I'm all ous of clgghes again!™—knowing full well that | would run out and
buy her another pack. (“That’s so bliss of vou, Vivele” she'd say, as she
pocketed the clgarettes, and didn't pay me hack.)

And yes, she was vain—so vain that it made my own vanities ook
amateurtsh by comparison. Truly, I've never seen anvone who could get
mare deeply lost in @ mirmor than Celia Ray, She could stand [or ages in the
glory of her own rellection, mearly devianged by her own beauty, | know |
sounds like 1'mi exaggerating. but I"'m not, [ swear 1w vou that she once
speent fwes lieniis [ooking ai herself in the minor while debatlng whether she
should be massaging her neck cream upword or downward in order
prevent the appearance af a double chin.

But she had a childlike sweetness about her, 100, In the mormings, Celia
was expecially diar. When she would wake up in my bed, hungover and
tired. she was just a simple kid who wanted o snoggle ond gossip. She
would tell me of her dreams in life—her big, untocused dreams. Her
aspirations never made sense to me hecause they didn't have any plans
behind them. Her mind skipped straight w fame amd riches, with no
apparent map for how o get there—ather than o keep looking lke this, and
i assume that the world would eventually reward her for it

It wusn't much of & plan—although, us be Lalr, i0was mone of 3 plan than
[ had for my own life.

| was happy.
I puess vou could say that | had hecome the costume director af the Lily

Playhouse—bur only because nobody stopped me from calling myself thar,
and also hecause nobady else wanted the job.

Truth to tell, there was plenty of work for me. The showgirls and dancers
were always in need of mew costumes, and it wasn't as il they could just
pluck ourfits out of the Lily Plavhouse costume closet (a distressingly damp
and spider-infested place, lilled with ensembles alder amd more crusty than
the huilding isell). The girls wiere always hroke, oo, so | learned clever
ways to improvise, | leamed how to shop tor cheap materials in the garment
center, of [even cheaper} way down on Uirchand Stree. Better yet. | figured
ol how io hune for semnants at the v clothing shops on Ninth Avenue



and make cosiumes out of those, It twmed out | was exceptiomally good at
faking taiy old gaments and wming them into something fabulous.

My favorite used clothing shop was a place called Lowisky's Llsed
Emporium and Notions, on the cormer of Ninth Avense and Forty-thind
Strged. The Lowisky famlly were Easiern European Jews, who'd paused in
France for a few vears 1o work in the lace industry before emigrating o
America, Upan arrival in the United States, they'd settled on the Lower
East Side, where they sold rags out of a pushcan. But then they moved op
i Hells Kichen o become comtumars and purveyers of used clothing.
Mow they owned this entire three-story building in midiown, and the place
was [Hlled with ressures, Not only did they deal in used costumes from the
theater, dance, and opera worlds, but they also sold old wedding gowns and
pccasionally 4 really spectscular couture dress, picked up Trom somae Upper
East Side estate sabe,

| couldin’t stay away [rom the place.

I once bought the mest vividly violet-colosed Fedwardian deess [or Celia
at Lowtsky's. It was the homeliest looking rag vou ever saw, and Celia
recoiled when | first showed it to her. But when | pulled off the sleeves, cut
a deep ¥V in the back, lowered the neckline, and belted i with a thick, black
salln sash, 1 irinslormed this ancient beast of a dress intaan evening gown
that made my Iriend look like a millionaire’s mistress, Every woman in the
riin woatld gasp with envy when Cells walked I wearing that gown—and
all that for only two dollars!

When the ather gitls saw what I could make tor Celia, they all wanted me
i create special dresses for them, as well. And =6, just as at boarding
school, | wa soon given o partal 10 popularity through the auspices of my
irusty old Singer 201, The girls ar the Lily were always handing me bits of
things that needed 10 be mended—dresses without zippers, or zippers
without dresses—and asking me if 1 could do something @ fix i (]
remember Gladys once saying o me, *1 noed a wholie mew g, Yivvie!? |
Ik like somebody s uncle!™)

Mavhe it sounds as if 1 was plaving the mole of the tragic stepsister in a
fairy tale here—constandy working and spinning. while the more beautiful
girls were all heading w the ball—but vou must understand that 1 was so
grateful just to be around these showgirds. If anything, this exchange was
muore bemelicial for me than it was for them, Listening w thelr gossip was
an education—ihe only eduction | had ever really longed fon And because



somehody always needed my sewing t@lents lor something, inevitably the
showgirls staried W coalesce amund me and my powerful Singer, Soon, my
apartment had twmed ingd the company gathering place—lor lemales,
anyhow, (It nelped that my moms were nicer than the moldy old dressing
rooms dewn in the hasement, and also nearer o the kicchen, )

And so it came to pass that one day—Iess than two weeks into my stay at
the Lilv—sa Few of the girls were In mv moom, smoking cigarettes and
waiching me sew. | was making a simple capelet for & showgirl named
lennle—a wivacious, sdorable, pap-ioathed girl from Broosklyvn whom
evervone liked. She was going on a date thar night, and had complained that
she didn't have anyihing v throw aver her diess in cose the lemperature
dropped. 1"d wid her | would make her something nice, so that's what | was
dhosing, 11 was the kind of sk that was nearly efforless, but would forever
endear Jennie (o me,

It wars o this day—a day like any other, a5 the saying goes—ihat L came
1o the attention of the showairks that 1 was siill a virging

The subject came ap that afternoon because the girls were talking about
sen—which was the only thing they #vwr talked about, when they weren™t
talking ahout clothing, money, where woeat, how o hecome a mavie star,
haww £ midrry & movie star, or whether they should have their wisdom teeth
removed [as they claimed Marene Dietrich had done, In order 1o create
muste dramatic cheekbanes),

Gladys the dance caplain—uwho was sliting next 1o Celia on the flooe in 2
pile of Celia's diny laondry—asked me it T had a boviriend. Her exact
words were, " Yoo gotanything permanent going with anybody?”

Mow, bt is worth noting that this wis the first guestion of substance that
any of the girs bad ever asked aboan my Life. (The fascinaton, neediess 10
say, did not mun in hoth directions.) 1 was only sorry that 1 didn't have
something mare exciting to Tepaort.

“I et havee a hoyfriend, ms,™ | said,

Ciloahys seemed olarmed,

“But vou're premy,” she sald, =You must have a guy back home. Guys
must be giving you the picch all the tme!™

I explained that 1'd been in girls® schools my whaole life, so | hadn®t had
much opporunity o meet hoys,

“But vouve dome i, dght?™ asked Jenmie, cotting o the chase, =You"ve
pane the limit belore?™



“Mever," | said.

Mol even once, you haven™t gone the limi?™ Ghadys asked me, wide-
eved in disbellef. “Not even by accidens?™

“Not even by accident,” | said, wondering how it was that a person could
ever have sex by accident.

(Don't worry, Angela—I know now, Accidental sex is the easiess thing to
do, once you get in the hahit of it 1"ve had plenty of accidental sex in my
life since then, believe me, but at thet moment | was o vel so
eosmopolian, §

“Da you go W chinch?™ Jennie asked, as if that could be the only
pmesible explanation for my still being a virgin ol age nineteen. “Are vou
serving i1

Mol I'm ool saving i 1 just haven't had the chance,”

They all seemed concemned now. They were all looking ar me as if I'd
Just sadd that 1'd never learned how i eross @ street by mysell.

“But you've fooled around,” Celia sald,

“You've necked, right?™ asked Jennie. *You've got to have necked!™

“4 little,” I said.

This was an hanest answer; my sexuval experience up until that point was
very liide, At g school dance back at Emma Willand—swhere they'd based in
for the occasion the sons of bove whom we wene expected 1o someday
marry—I1"d let a boy from the Howhkiss School Teel my breases while we
were dancing. (As best a5 be could find my breasts, anyway, which ook
some problem solving on his part,) Or maybe it's wo generous o say that 1
let him feel my breasts. It would be more sccarate (o say thas he just wemt
ahead and hanelled thew, and | didn’t stop him. | didn’e want o be ode, (o
one thing, For another thing. 1 found the experience o be imeresting. |
wonld have liked for it to continue, bur the dance ended and then the boy
was on a bus hack to Howchkiss before we coold take it any further.

I"d alsor been Kissed by a man in a bar in Poughkeepsie, on ooe of those
mights when 1°d escaped the Vossar hall wardens amid ridden my bike into
wwn. He and | had been walling abowt jazz (which is vo say that he had been
talking sbout joxz, and 1 had been listening w him wlk abow jazz, because
that is how you 1alk o 4 man shout jazz) and suddenly the next moment—
wow! He had pressed me up against a4 wall and was rubbing his erection
against my hip, He kissed me until my thighs shook with desire, But when
he"d mached his hand between my legs 1 had halked, and slipped from his



grasp, I'd ridden my bicycle hack o campus that night with 2 sense of
wohbly unease—hoth fearing and hoping that he was following me,

I had wanted more, and | had not wanted more,

A Tamiliar old ale, Trom the fives of girls.

What else did | have on my sexual risumé? My childhood bea friend,
Beity, and T had practiced with each other some inexpert readitions of what
we called “romantic kisses"—but then again we had also practiced “having
hahies" by stuffing pillows under our shints sa that we looked pregnant, and
the latler experiment was Just abaul as biclogically convincing as the
formet.

I'd oice had my vaging examined by my mother’s gynecologist, when
my mither grew concerned that | had not ves begun menstruating by the age
of fourteen, The man had poked around dewn there foe o kil—while my
mother watched—and then be told me 1 needed 1o be cating more liver Tt
had not been an erotlc experience lor anyone invalved.

Alsn, between the ages of wn and elghteen, 1"d fallen in love about
twenty dozen times with some of my brother Walter's friends. The choice
benefit of having a popular and handsome hrother was that he was always
surroundisd by his popular and handsome friends. But Walier's friends were
abways oo hypnotized by hime—thelr ringleader, the coplain of every team,
the most admired boy in wwn—to pay much atention o anvone else in the
PRI,

I was not wotally ignorant. | couched mysell now and again, which made
me feel both electrified and guilry, but 1 knew that wasn't the same thing as
sen, [Lit's just say this: my attempts at sell-pleasure were something akin s
dry swimming lessons.} And | undersinod the hasice ol human sexual
function, having waken a required seminar a0 Vassar colled “Hyglene™—a
class thar wught us abowt everything withowt telling ns abowt anything. (In
addition to preseming diagrams of ovaries and testicles, the teacher gave ws
a rather comcerming admonition thae douching with Lysol was neither a
maxbern nor a sale means of contraception=—thus planting in my head a
vision that disturbed me then and still disnabs me now.)

“Well, when will you go the limiy, then?” Jermic asked. “You're not
gecing any younger!™

“What vou don't want to have happen,” said Gladys, “is thar you meet a
lellow mow, amd vou really lke him, and then voo've got o break the bad
narws b him thasl youn're a wingin,”



“Yeah, a lot of guys don't care for that,” Celia said,

"Thait's right, they don't want the responsibility,” said Gladys. "And vou
don’t want vour first time to be with somebody you [ike,”

*Yeah, what II it goes all wrong?” said Fennie.

What could go wrong?™ | asked.

“Everything!™ said Gladys. *You won't know what you're deing, and you
could leok like a dummy! And it it hurts, you don't want to Hind vouwrself
hlubbering in the arms of some guy vou like!™

M, this was the direct opposiie of evervihing 1'd heen tnggtht aboa sex
this far in life. My school friends and 1 had always been given 1o
understand that & man would prefer it 11 we were virgins. We had also been
instrocted o save the flower of our girlheod for semebody whom we ot
oaly liked, but Joved, The ideal scenario—the aspiration which we'd all
been raised 1o embrace—uwas that you wene supposed 1o have sex with only
afe person [0 vour entine lile, and that person should be your hushand,
whom you met at an Emma Willard school peom.

But I had been misintormed! These girls thought otherwise, and they
knew things. Morenver, | now telt a sudden sting of anxiety ahout how ald |
was! For heaven’s sake, 1 was nineteen already; what had | been doing with
my thme? And 1"d been in New York already lor two entire weeks. What
was | walting for?

*1x that hard w dot™ | asked. *F maean, for the Firsg dme?™

"o, Grosd o, Wivwle, don't be dense,” said Gladys. “Ir's the easlest thing
there ever was. In fact, you don't have o do anything. The man will do it
for vou, Bot you must get sared, at least.”

Yo, shi must get started,” sald lennie definitively,

But Celia was looking ar me with an expression of congern.

"D wou w0 stay a virgin, Vivvie?™ she asked, fixing me with that
unsettlingly beautiful paze of hers. And while she might as well have heen
asking, “Dd you wond o stay an ignovant child, seen as pitiable by this
gathering of matre and workdly women ™ the intention behind the question
was sweel, | think she was looking our for me=—malking sure 1 wasn't being
prushed.

But the truth was, quite seddenly | did not want 1o be a vingin anymore.
Mot even for another day.

“No,” | said, "1 wanl to get staried.”

“We'd be only teo glad w help, dear,” said Jennie.



“Are you on your monthlies right now? Gladys asked.

Na," | said.

Then we can get started right away, Who do we kw7 Glislys
pondered.

“It necds o be someone nloe,” said lennle, “Someone conslderaie ™

“A real gentleman,” said Gladys,

“Mot some lunkhead.™ said fennie.

“Someone who'll ke precantions,” Gladys said.
Mol someone who'll get mugh with ber,” said Jennie.
Celia said, "1 know who,”

And that's how thelr plan wok shape,

. Hamld Kellogg lived in an elegant town house just off Gramercy Park.
His wife was out of town, because it was a Saturday, {Mrs, Kellogg wok the
wain w Danbury every Sawnday, w visit her mother in the country.) And o
the appaintment [or my detflowering was set ot the exceedingly unromangic
hour of ten o'dock on 2 Saturday moming.

B, and Mrs, Kellogg were respected members of the community, They
were [he sons of people my parents knoew, This is part of the reason Celia
thouglt he might be good for me—because we came {rom the same social
class. The Kelloggs had twe sons at Columbia University who were baoth
studying medicine. Dr. Kellogg was a member of the Metropaolitan Club, In
his free time, he enjoved bird-watching, collecting stamps, and having sex
with showgirls.

Bui Dy Kellogg was discrees about his lisisons, A man of his reputation
could noi afford w be seen about wwn with o young woman whose phyesical
compositon made her look like the figurehead of a sailing ship (it would be
noticed), so the showgirls visited him at his own house—and slways on
Saturday momings, when his wife was gone. He would ket them in through
the service enrance, offer them champagne. and entertzin them in the
privacy of his guest mom. De Kellogg gave the girls money for thelr dme
and trouble, and teen sent them on Usedr way, I all bad o be over by
lunchtime, hecaose he saw patents in the alternann.

All the showgirls at the Lily knew Div. Kellogg. They rotated visits to
him, depending on who was |east hungover on a Saturday moming, or who
was “diwn o buitons and needed a hit of pocket mnmey for the week.



When the girls told me the financial details of this arrangement, | sald in
shock, “Da vou mean o @il me that Dy, Kellogg v vou lor sex?”

Gladys Iooked at me with disbeliel: =Well, what'd you think, Vivvie?
Thai we pay him?"

MNow, Angela, listen: | understand that there is a word for women who offer
sexual favors w gentlemen in exchange for money. In facy, there are aany
wipds for this, Bat none of the showgirs with wham | assoclated in New
York City In 1940 deéscribed themselves In thal manner—nol even as they
wesre actively taking money from gentlemen in exchange for sexual favars.
They couldn't possibly be prostiiutes; they were showgirts, They had quite
i Jot of pride in that designation, having worked hard 10 achieve it, and it’s
the only title they would answer to. Baut the situation was simply this:
showgirls did not cam a grear deal of money, you see, and evervone has
set by In this world samehow (shoes are expensive?), and so these girls had
diveloped a system ol altermarive arvongemens (or eaming a bit of extra
cash on the side, The D Kelloggs of the world were part of that system,

Mow that | think about i, 'm not even sure thae D, Kelloge himsell
reganded these young women as prostituees, He mooe likely cilled them his
=girlfriends"—an aspiratiopal, if somewhat delusional, deslgnation which
surely would have made him feel beter aboun himsell, oo,

In other words, despite all evidence that sex wos being exchanged for
money (and sex was heing exchanped for money, make no mistake about it)
nohody here was engaging in prostitutian, This was merely an afternative
arvangemen that suited everyone ivolved, You kwow: hrom  each
accopding 1o thelr ahilides; o cach acconding o their newls.

I"m s glad we were able to clear that up, Angela,

| censinly wouldn't went there 1o be any misunderstandings.

“Mow, Yivvie, what yoo have 1o understand is that he's haring.” said Jennie.
“IF you get bored, den® ge thinking this is always how it feels 1 ool
areasmd,”

“But he's a doctor,” sald Cella. “He’ll do ght for our Vivvie. That's
what matters this time,”



(fxer Vivwie! Were there ever mome heartwarming weonds? | was their
Vivvie!)

It was now Saturday morming, and the four of us were sining at a cheap
diner on Third Avenue and Eighteenth Sweet, beneath the shadow of the el,
walting for It w he wa o'clock. The girls had already showed me Dr
Kelloge's town house and the back entrance I was to use, which was just
around the comer. Now we were drinking coftee and eating pancakes while
the gids gove me excited last-minute instructions, It was awlully early in
the div—on o weekend, no less—{or three showgirks 1o be wide awake and
lively, but none of them had wanted 10 miss this.

“He's guing to use a salety, Vivele,” Gladys said. “He always dovs, so
visu don't need i worry,”

It doesn’t feel as good with a safety,” Jennie sald, “bi vos T need i,

I'd never heard the term “safery™ belore, but | guessed from context that
it was probahly a sheath, or a rehber—a device I'd leamed about in my
Hypghene seminar at Vossar, (1'd even handled one, which had been passed
trom girl to girl like & limp, dissected toad.) It it meant something else, |
supposed | would find out soon enough, but | wasn't shout task,

“We'll got yvou a pessary later,” said Gladys, “All us girls have pessaries.”

1 didn't know what thal was, either, Gl T lgwred oo later it's whil my
Hygiene professor called a "diaphragm.™)

“1 dom't have a pessary anymore?” sabd Jennje, “My grandmother fownd
mine! When shie asked me what it was, | wld her i was for cleaning fine
jewelry. She took ir."

“For cleaning fine Jeweliy?™ Gladys shrieked,

“Wwiell, | had 1o say someihing, Gladvs!™

“Bot | don't understand how yvou could even nse a pessary for cleaning
fine jewelry,” Gladys pushed.

“T dunnn! Ask miv mrandma, that's what she’s using it for now!™

“Well, then what are you wsing now?™ said Gladys, “For procanstion?™

“Well, gée, nothing rght now . . . because my grandmother has my
pessary in her jewelry box,”

“Jennie!” crivd Celia and Gladys at the same tme.

“T knovw, | know. But 1*'m careful .

“No, you're not!” said Gladys. *You're never careful! Vivian, don't be a
dumb kid like Jennie. You've gol i think abowt these ithings:™



Celia reached inio her purse and handed me something wrapped in brown
paper, | openid i up and found a small, white errv-cloth hand towel, Talded
neatly, never used, [t still had a store price tag on it

“I gt you this,” said Celia. "It a towel. I for in case you bleed.”

“Thank you, Cella.*

She shrugaed, looked away, and—o my shock—blushed. “Sometimes
people bleed, You'll want to be able tn clean yourselt up.”

“Yeah, and you don't want o use M Kelloges good wnwels,” said
Ciladys,

“Yeah, don't touch aenitring that belongs w Mre, Kellogg®™ said Jennie.

“Except her hushand ™ shrieked Gladys, and all the girls loughed again,

“Chah! It's abber ten, Yivvie,” said Celia. “You should get mowving,”

I made an effor w stand up, but ssddenly Telt dizey, | sat back dewn in
the dinette booth again, hard, My legs had almost gone out from under me. |
hadn't thought | was nervous, hut my body ssemed o have s different
apfubnibom,

“You okay, Vivvie?" Celia asked. “You sure vou want to do this?™

“1 want to- dio i, 1 said. “I"'m sure | want o do it.”

"My suppestion,” said Gladys, “is that vou dont think abowt it oo much.
I neveer dio”

This seemed wise, 50 | ook a few deep breaths—as my mother had
sught me W do belore you jump @ horse—stonsd up, and headed lor the
exin

“See you girls later!” 1 sald, with a bright and slightly surreal sense of
cheer

“Well b walting for voo right here!™ said Clad