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AUl That Slitters






In 1888, the year that the French showman (Georges Méliés presented bis first
magic-lantern show in the Thédtre Roberi-Houdin and projected magic-
lantern pictures onto a screen, Los Angeles was an mland metropolis of some
twenty-five thousand people, with little to distinguish it from a bundred other
cities eagerly sprouting up around the country. A scant eight miles northwest
of the “downtown intersection a married couple with the commonplace name
of Wilcox purchased gemerous tracts of subdividable properry on the cheap,
where they planted barley fields and citrus trees—lemon and orange and grape-
Sfruit. They pur up a bouse, “Queen Anne” in style, veplete with turrets and
gables, with a few outhuildings, and a windmil{ that pumped water, and, not
unnaturally, the dusty road that ran through the center of the vanch they named
after themselves: Wilcox.

At a later time, Mrs. Wilcox chose to do a bit of traveling. She journeyed
by train to the east and by ship across the Atlantic, and on board the ship she
met a woman who was returning to ber bome in England,

“And where do you live?” ingquived AMrs. Wilcox of her new friend.

“Ob, we live out in the country,” the Inglishbwoman said, and told Mrs.
Wilcox the nawme of the place.

“How pretry!” exclaimed Mrs. Wilcox, and when she got back to Los
Angeles she gave ber citvus vanch the same name. She called it

HOLLYWOOD

And the magic began. . . .






¢

In those far-off days, those olden golden Hollywood days back in the
thirties or the forties, a cumbersome touring car of the Reo manufacture
was frequently to be seen traversing the streets of Los Angeles. This
capacious and ponderous vehicle, the kind that would stand out anywhere
in any time, was most likely driven by a burly figure wearing a dark suir
whose scat and elbows were shiny, and a visored chauffeur’s cap, emblem
of his trade. His name was Sluggo McGurk and he was an ex-middle-
weight contender out of Elk Fork, North Dakota, with the flattened,
pulpy ears known as “cauliflower,” and 2 nose broken numerous times,
and he sported a fifteen-hundred-doliar wristwatch, diamonds and plati-
num. His passenger, his constant and near-sole passenger, was 2 woman.
She displayed expensive furs of fox, mink, or ermine, and long antelope
gloves and diamond bracelets, and she showed a creamy décolietage. She
had bright blonde hair, the same “platinum’ shade that Jean Harlow had
popularized and that manicurists and five-and-ten-cent-store salesgirls
imitated to the best of their pocketbooks’ abilities. Her eyelashes were long
and curled and thickly mascaraed and she outlined her eyes like an Egyp-
tlan queen, and when she talked 1t was in a kind of coaxing drawl, not
southern but slangy and raffish, and she wore an amused expression on
her face. By 1938 this was not only the highest-paid female star in the
movies, but also one of the most famous women in the world, after
Eleanor Roosevelt, afrer Madame Chiang Kai-shek, after Wallis Simp-
son, and after Greta Garbo. Soon she would be as famous as any one of
them. . ..

But that was back in the thirties and forties. Today, in the seventics, see
where we are: Hollywood Memorial, where the movie stars get put away.
Jesus, 1t’s hot! Personally I don’t care much for funerals—funerals are for
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the dead, not the living. When you're dead, that’s what they give you, a
funeral.

Anyway, here we are, baking in that inglorious South Hollywood
sun while it beats down in one relentless glare, its rays murkily piercing
through a thick, grimy scrim of haze and smog, and not a hint of breeze.
My swollen eyes sting and water. With the exception of the officiating
priest and the body in the casket, everyone present, so far as I can tell, is
wearing dark glasses, as though to prove beyond a doubt that we arce
indeed in good old Tinseltown.

I played a little scene in my first movie within these cemctery walls.
I must say, the placc hasn’t changed much, though at the time Ceeil B.
De Mille was stifl alive and kicking, cranking out the remake of The Ten
Commandments. Now C.B. lies in yon splendiferous crypt, granite as the
old man’s jaw, the schist in the stone as ghttery as Jayne Mansfield's
bathroom. Scattercd around and about, earning a well-marbled rest, is a
galaxy of glittering names: Dougtlas Fairbanks (Sr., not Jr.); Peter Lorre;
as well as two renowned Onr Gang-ers, Darla Hood and Alfalfa Switzer
(scparately interred),

Tyrone Power is buried somewhere nearby, and farther off the crypt
of Valentino rears up in dubious Spanish taste, though that old-time
H()]lywoﬂd cliché “The Woman in Black,” mourner of mourncrs, no
longer makes her yearly epiphany at the gravesite; she, too, has cooled, and
15 probably buried somewhere in the neighborhood so she can be as near
to Rudy in death as she was in life.

Right now the clock hand is on the prick of noon and the carillon
is sounding. I recognize “You Light Up My Life.” Mindlessly I wonder
if the original Debbie Boone version 1s equal 1o Hloliywood Memonal's.
Close by, among the mourners, somcone is throwing up his breakfast, or
perhaps is merely emotionally overcome. People can get like that at
funerals.

When I played my deathless scene in these precinets thirty years ago
and more, all was rest and quiet. A suitably reverential ambience. Now
they’ve built a string of grungy shopping malls just beyond the wall—
there’s a goldfish shop, a video palace, a Mexican chili parlor—while in
the lily-scented air the pervasive thrum of congested traffic is recognizable
along Sunta Monica Boulevard. That way lies Paramount Studios and
Marathon Strect, this way lies Columbia and old Desilu, yonder lies
Hollywood and madness,

If you haven't alrcady, check out the cofhin. It's see-through. Quite
a novelty, huh? Look at it, resting on its pink-scalloped catafalque, the
bead-fringed, swagged baldaquin above, the solid banks of roses, gar-
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denias, other hothouse flora (the gardenia blanket cost six hundred, casy,
and 1s rumored to have been sent by Frank Adano, but since Frankie
himself is very dead this seems unlikely: in truth, I'sent it in Frank’s name),

Inside the glass coffin Ties Qur Leroine, rovally embalmed and made
up, wearing a gown of ivory satin (or “ckkroo,” very Babe), her blonde
tresses lushly curled, a tiara of rhinestones—*"strictly for cflect”—sling
pumps on her feet. Will her ten toes curl up, [ wonder, like those of the
Wicked Witch of the Fast when Dorothy’s house landed on her? Will the
coffin crack when they drop it in the hole? But of course there’s no hole;
Hollywood Memorial Park not give holes—not for the likes of Babe
Austrian, anyhow, The coffin will find eternal rest in the mausoleurn,
stuck away in a large marble drawer among many drawers, a veritable
fling cabmet of celebrated corpses. I am being nrreverent, I know, but let’s
not take this whole nuniber too seriously.

And why, you may well ask, a glass coffin? Is she Sleeping Beauty,
Snow White, Evita Perén? I hide my smule, thinking of Slecping Beauty
imprisoned under plass, waiting for the kiss of love to restore her to Life,
But nobody’s kiss is ever going to restore this beauty; there’s not a breath
left in the old fraud. This whole thing has been a fairy tale, a charade 1n
the good old Hollywood style. ““The Life of Babe Austrian.” And who
will play it onscreen® Not Judy, for sure. And where is Betty Hutton
when we necd her?

I'm standing here choking on the smog, Angic is next to me on one
side, Pepe Alvarez on the other. We practically have to hold each other
up. “Conspirators™ is the word for us, No, that’s not really teue. Actually
we're upholding legend. Hollywood depends on its legends—*“legend”
connoting a certain paucity of truth; we won’t find much truth around
here today.

I note how few others among Babe’s older friends scem to be present
at these cryptside obsequies. But, then, 1 quickly remind myself, why
should there be, when Babe outlived almost all of her contemporaries?
Though I myself am here as a bereaved friend of the deceased, still [ am
an alien, or at lcast feel like one. | knew Babe over a period of more than
thirty ycars, but it 1sn’t she, the late, great Babe Austrian, who has drawn
me hither, but another, to whom I humbly pay my silent tribute. Rest,
perturbed spirit—I am silent as the everlasting tomb, granite-mouthed.
My lips are sealed just as the crype will soon be.

Look, what I know, [ know. And what [ set down now in thesc pages
1s not the heresy it may appear to be; rather, it 15 the plain and relatively
unvarnished truth. If Frank werc sull alive, he would certainly support me
in my intention to tell it as it happened. [ believe that Frank, who was
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responsible not only for Babe’s eareer but for so many others, would want
the truth revealed; he always loved a good laugh. Certainly Babe wanted
it, requested it of me—dying wish and all that. Besides, the real story is
too good to be buried here with Babe.

As for me, the name’s Caine. Charlic Caine. Not Charles Foster Kane
—there’s the obvious difference in spelling, and also I seldom use my
middle name. Moreover, Citizen Kane was released in 1941; | constderably
before that.

I hail from that same small American whiz-through town that half
the nation comes from. I'am possibly 1ts most famous citizen, not that that
counts for much. 'm hardly its “favorite son.”” I've yet to move or shake
the world much, but I've found my niche and that alone has taken some
doing. I cling to this, my niche: I nestle there, quite comfortably. I live
part-time in New York City, part-time in Los Angeles, near but not in
Hollywood, on a street without sidewalks where it takes forty minutes to
bring the police if you're being ripped off. L used to act in the movies, but
haven't seen the inside of a studio in many years, nor care to ever again
—I really hated getting up at thar ungodly hour. My friends are trained;
they let me alone from eight to four to get my writing chores done, and
I turn out something reasonably publishable every few years. [ know
where the bodies are buried. And, given the chance, 1 tell.

When I got here, April first, some thirty yvears ago, they were tearing
out the goldfish pond in the Paramount gardens, 'T'hat fishpond used to
be famous, Dottic Lamour once posed beside it in a sarong, Veronica Lake
in her peckaboo bang: Bing Crosby tapped his pipe out against its rim. But
sacrilege was committed: the pool was ripped out, the hole macadamized
so studio heads could park there. That same day, April Fool’s, as [ walked
around the lot I saw the writing all over the wall, What did it say? “Many
are called but few are chosen”? Maybe. 1 don’t think so, though. For sure
1t didn’t say that someday somcbody was going to try to make a2 movie
star out of sorneonce named Pia Zadora.

Rabe Austrian was clearly one of the chosen ones. And after she was
chosen, she proved indestruetible, a Hollywood institution, like Hedda or
Louella and Oscar and C. B. De Mille, like the Farmers Market, freeway
smog, Barney’s Beanery, Knott’s Berry Farm, and the forecourt at Grau-
man’s Chinese, Babe Austrian was a sfar. A big shining star. She was a
star through five decades and longer—a show-biz phenomenon, one of the
Greats. She was a major stage and vaudeville attraction before I saw the
light of day, and the first time we met | was barely twelve years old. “Met
cute,” as screenwriters like to say, so cute that if I'd been fve years older
I'd probably have gone to jail for the number I pulled with her. Though
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[ was only 2 Cub Scout at the time, my actions were hardly of Cub Scout
ilk, and as it was, I got kicked the hell out of the Beaver Patrol. 'l get
t¢ that unfortunate encounter presently. Babe and [ met a second time
aboard the Super Chicf; this was on V-] Day, August 15, 1945, halfway
across the state of Towa, with fairty deducible results; she was a famous
movic star, [ 2 mere nineteen-year-old sailor heading for the ComPac fleet.
And we met yet 2 third time in a Seventh Avenue hotel suite during a
New York heat wave in the carly fifties.

Speaking of heat, today it would soften an interstate highway. Not
a healthy, bright heat, like 2 hot Fourth of July in Aissours, not even the
humid hear of the Eastern Scaboard m August, but a thick, greasy heat,
rancid, like oleomargarine on a slab of moldy bread. Cut it with a knife,
Look at the way those gardenias are afready wilting around the bier. [
notice how the priest is managing a little savvy. He’s donned smoked
glasses, along with the rest of us. They look good on him, roo, real
Movicland stuff. The smog gets to us all, even Holy Mother Church. And
even the Iimo drivers in their badly wrinkled suits of sweaty broadcloth
leaning against the black cars lined up along the curve are wearing them.
Surely this isn’t mercly Babe Austrian’s funceral; they must be sodding
down some Mafia chleftam, a capo da capo. I'mn reminded of the denise
of Frank’s famous mobster pal, Bugsy Siegel, lo these thirty years ago;
funny, wasn’t 1it, how Frankie left Bugsy at the rented residence of Miss
V. Il 2 scant six minutes before the guns began blasting away. I mean,
he was out of there—had a hot date, otherwise he'd have been perforated,
too.

As I understand it, Bob Hope's becn asked to say a few words today
in memorigm. Fhis is good, | think. Babe should not be Iaid to rest without
a touch of Hopian gallows humor—Babe always loved a good gag. Did
she ever! Glancing around among the somber and attentive faces, [ see
Phyllis Diiler's; she appears to have the church giggles, as befits. Oh,
Phyllis, if you only knew. Dean Martin is as tanned as a cigar-store Indian,
but looks strangcly sober and a bit sheepish. Dino loved the Babe. Docs
he want a drink? [ wonder. I know I do. And I'm AA.

My wandering mind tends to wonder what those two news hens-
gosspists, Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons, would have made of this
scene. Hedda, née Elda Fury of Altoona, Pennsyivania, was a terror, a
badly biased “reporter” of Hollywood Didos, but 1 think she'd have
gotten a bang out of this crsatz pageantry. {(Hedda was sharp as the
proverbiat tack; Lolly, usually sauced, never knew her spigots from her
sprockets; but both had long been amused by Babe Austrian, as indeed
who among us gathered here was not?)
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Bob has finished his bit and now they're whecling the coffin away.
It’s on a cart something like a hospital gurney; its wheels squeak. Into the
crypt goes Babe, just like your stock certificates and the family jewecls.
Everybody’s splitting now, can't wait to get home to the pool. A vodka-
tonic awaits. I bet even the priest could go for a tall, frosty Tom Collins
about now. Spike hecls are sinking into the turf all over the place. Notice
how everybody's talking at once? Nobody’s wiping any eyes or blowing
any noses or going prostrate from grief. George Burns dies, you cry a
little, maybe. “Poor George, we'll sure miss him,” sniff, sniff. But not with
Babe Austrian. With Babe you say, “What a great old broad,” and you
drag out one of the old jokes—"‘Babe Austrian’s car breaks down, see, and
there’s this hick farmer driving a load of hay, see, and so Babe says, ‘Hay,
fellow—""

Like that.

When I was six or seven 1 heard my first Babe Austran joke. My
brother told it to me; we were sliding down the cellar hatchway doors and
I got a sliver in my behind. And [ saw my first actual picture of her on
the back of a Dixic Cup cover. I peeled off the paper disk with its tab and
there she was, an ice-cream icon, radiantly platinum, fAashing those pearly-
whites, with this prominent pair of tits, curvy in 2 way that gave seven-
vear-olds big ideas, not that we could do anything about it . . .

I saw my first feature movie in the year 1931. Babe Austrian was not in it.
Jackic Cooper was. I was led by the gentle, callused hand of our hired girl,
Jessie, following my older brother with his hand 1n my mother’s, across
the marble lobby of the Loew’s Poli Theatre, the premier movie palace
of our city, whose wondrously rall mirrors reflected glittering sights I had
never thought to see in this lifetime. I have vivid impressions of crystal
chandeliers, dripping prisms, a bubbling fountain, also marble, a grand
staircase, broad, with many narrow steps and brass railings polished to a
gleaming finish, and standing easels adverusing scenes of garish or allur-
ing form from the Coming Attractions. In the eye of memory, that movie
lobby scems large as the municipal railroad station waiting rootn, and as
glamorous as the Hall of Mirrors ar Versailles.

Qur arrival at the Poli Theatre had been timed to coincide with the
commencement of the early-cvening show. My father was to meet us there
after business hours, but when we got to the theatre he was nowhere to
be seen and Mother said we would just go ahead on in. Walking past the
discreetly located candy counter {no popeorn at Poli’'s—yet), we encoun-
tercd a broad bank of closed brass-framed doors, at one of which an usher
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appeared, dressed in a nifty bellboy’s red uniform with frogging and gold
buttons, a navy-blue stripe down each trouser leg, and a trim pillbox on
the side of his head anchored by 2 strap under his chin, and recking of
aplomb. When the door closed behind us, I found myself drowning in the
most palpable darkness | had cver experienced. The newsreel was on. 1
instantly panicked; my ears were assaulted by the deafening sounds of
rapid gun and cannon fire, while a soundtrack voice accompanied by
imposing blasts of music intoned a majestic narration (I think the Japanese
had invaded Manchuria that spring), and [ clung the tighter to Jessie’s
hand.

Another usher, picking out the way by the discreet pencil beam of
flashlight, conducted us past the top of the frst aisle, across the rear of the
theatre to the farther aisle, where I glimpsed my first sound-film image:
a heap of civilian corpses in a blasted railroad station. Sull clutching
Jessie’s hand, I followed obediently down the sloping, carpeted asle to
perhaps midway, where the pencil light directed us to four scats at the
side. The others went in first, I the last, with the aisle seat saved for my
father. As my eyes adjusted to this velvet void, I became aware of rows of
human heads protruding in front of me, and wildly leaping images on the
screen that seemed to my young mind scrambled, almost abstract, and it
was all I could do to look, so overwhelmingly huge did they seem, so flled
with light and shadow, so far beyond my powers to conjure or imnagine.

At length the newsreel ended and [ felt a sense of relief and a return
te some sort of reality as the curtain closed across the screen and the
foorlights came up to warm the spangled pleats in shades of pink. Patrons
filed out; others entered and were seated. As | gazed about, I saw theatre
boxes above, to night, and to left, and a lofty roceco ceiling whose gor-
geousness in retrospect defies description. | recall giant frescoes sprawled
across that blue plaster expanse with gods and goddesses contending 2 /a
Tiepolo in Venetian grandeur. The plasterwork was a riot of rococo and
there was a giant chandelier hanging down from the center of the
medallion.

As 1 was staring up at this astonishing sight, the lights went slowly
down again and ] was once more plunged into that overwhelming, womb-
like darkness. Always sensitive to my moods, Jessie patted my hand reas-
suringly and slipped a comforting arm around me, drawing me close as
though firming me up for greater shocks to come. 'Then, while the cur-
tains were still closed, a pattern or destgn was Hashed on the folds of
material, which, as they began to travel apart to a fanfare of music, re-
vealed more and more clearly on the white sereen the image of a bearded
lion that moved its head and gave off ferocious roars. Was this lion real?
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I believed 1t not to be, yet it seemed very real to me at that instant. The
lion's head was framed by a circlet of scroll-like tapes with lots of little
print that T couldn’t read. Polt’s played only MGAl and Fox pictures,
and already the Ars Gratia Artis of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was im-
pressed on my fevered brain.

On this particular occasion we were on hand to be entertained by the
MGAM studio’s latest hit release, Fanny and Kiddo. The Alm starred the
famous acting team of Crispin and Maude Antrim as well as Jackic
Cooper, and it was solely becausc of Master Cooper that we were present
at all; in 1931 young boys could be taken to see Jackie Cooper more or Jess
with impunity, He had a grin like a yard of picket fenee, and he could
cry buckets; | never saw a kid-actor ery the way Jackie Cooper could. Our
sccond movie was Oliver Twist, our third Skippy, to be succeeded by a
secmungly endless string of “literary” offerings—Great Expectations,
David Copperfield, and the hike, with maybe a Tom Sawyer or a Huckleberry
Finn tossed in for good measure. Though he never held any great brief
for the movies, Dad nonetheless believed in “the classics,” and he believed
that Jackic Cooper was a Good Influence.

But where was Dad? The credits were unrolling and still he was
nowhere to be seen. Even my mother, usually the soul of calm, evinced
signs of anxicty and was peering over my shoulder. I saw her relieved
smile; and I looked up as a tall figure, picked out in the reflected light
falling from the screen, materialized out of the darkness and slid into the
empty scat beside me. How had Dad found us in that enormous cave of
night? Wasn’t that clever of him? He gave my thigh 2 friendly squeeze,
set his straw hat with its jaunty band of marcon-and-navy-blue grosgrain
on my lap, and with a wink turned his Arrow Collar Man profile up to
the screen, and at that same moment, returming my attention to the
picture, I experienced the miracle of movies as [ saw and heard my first
talking actor, Jackie Cooper, aged ten, was talking to a confederate as they
went about seceing a pail of whitewash on the doortop—the idea being to
drench the enemy—but the plan went awry when “the colored maid”
entered instead. She let out a seream as she was doused with the stuff, and
Jackic and his chum ran off. As I said, a miracle.

Anyway, Fanny and Kiddo, adaptcd from the children’s classic of the
same namic by Ginna Josepha Johnson, was a step up in Jackw’s budding
career, while Maude Antrim was essaying one of her first “older” parts.
Maude playcd the part of Fanny Mallotte, owner-manager of a traveling
show, and her equally famous husband, Crispin, played the part of a
carnival barker. As I recall it, | was able to follow the simple story with
little trouble. Fanny comes across Kidde ( Jackie) crooking money from
the box-ofhce till and, rather than snitching on him, she endeavors to make
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a good boy of him. After many misadventures, Kiddo turns over a new
leaf and at the fade-out, wearing an Eton collar and a cap with a tassel,
he marches off to school to learn how to be a man while Fanny bids him
a tearful farewell at the picket gate.

We had no time to be disappointed at the end of the movie, for there
immediately followed the Coming Attractions, wherein [ was first ex-
posed to the actress the world has come to know as Claire Regrett. She
wasn't a star then, just a featured player in a Warner Baxter movie, and
[ could read the bannerline printing that leaped out at me: “Hollywood's
up-and-coming star—Claire Regrett at her temptingest!” (1 heard my
father groan at this selecism.) *“This woman is bad but dying to be good,”
said the annonncer; then there was a brief shot of Claire in the gurter,
being helped to her feet by Warner Baxter, followed by: “Sinner or saint?
Only God knew the truth.” Then she’s in church talking about becoming
a nun and I hear Dad groan again and he puts a hand over his eyes.

Finally he leaped up and jerked his head at us, and we dutifully
followed him up the aisle and out into the spring darkness. We didn’t even
get a soda at the ice-cream parlor next door, but were summarily paraded
to the car, parked nearby. If it hadn’t been for Claire and the preview, we'd
have had ice cream, and [ held this grudge against her for a long time to
come. Instead, we were hustled home, where Jessic had a shepherd’s pie
on Lo in the oven, then packed off to bed. And for the next thirty-hve
years | don’t recall ever watching another movie in the company of my
tather, until it was me up there, and even then he was hardly what yvou'd
call “keen.”

Quite simply, he didn’t like the movies. A rabid individualist, he
wasn't susceptible to their charms, and his shrewd Yankee intellect
pierced the best of their obvious artifice and sham. Movies were sappy.
Even as children we knew that the stories were mostly lousy, the actors
lousier. But what we did know-—and my father may have also vaguely
realized, but didn’t care to admit—was that the movies were here to stay.

In particular, his opinion of movie actresscs was low, you could even
say narrow-minded. Those he condemned ranged from Theda Bara to
Joan Crawford to Jean Harlow, for her braless interprezations of tin-plate
blondes, and, of course, Claire Regrett, for her botlerplate sluts and easy-
virtue ladies. “A gl{)riﬁed lingerie model,” he called her. He didn’t even
like Fedora, something I never understood. I don't think he actually even
saw her in anything, certainly not her sound films, but he considered her
screen image scandalous. Fedora was a femme fatale like Pola Negri and
the rest of that spiderwcbby sisterhood. Two screen females he could
stomach: Sonja Henie and Minniec Mouse.

Nevertheless, within four or five years after that first dip into the



14 ALL THAT GLITTERS

movies | knew the inside of every first-run house in the central city area,
the Poli (MGM and AyanBee, later 20th Century-Fox), the Poli Palace
(in the next block north on Main, where the holdovers played), the Strand
(Warners and RKO), the Allyn (Paramount, exclusively), E. M. Loew’s
{Columbia and Universal), and the Regal (holdover Warners and RKO).
Then there were the second-run, outlying houses—the Princess, the
Rialto, the Crown, the semi-distant Colonial, as well as the cheap grind
houses on North Main, all beyond the moral pale, and that local nadir of
moviedom, the Proven Pictures I'heatre, where drunks spat in the aisles
and the older guys felt up girls in the back rows. And last, the State,
at the far North End, where the touring swing bands played, along
with a Republic or Monogram feature—if you could call any Monogram
a feature!

Before long we had our weckend movicgoing down to a near-science,
As soon as Saturday chores were done, we lit out for whichever show had
been picked. Properly managed, vou could watch two shows straight
through (two ninety-minute features, two co-features, the Coming Attrac-
tions, the newsreel, a cartoon, and sometimes even a “featurette” in Cine-
color). All this sandwiched in between eleven and five, with a hotdog and
a malt at Kresge's five-and-dime, while vou listened to the fatest hits being
played by a skinny lady sporting hennaed hair seated at the baby-grand
piano with an e¢bony finish that had seen a beteer day.

Wecekdays, the movies were dehnitely out, but that firmly stated
parental ukase never deterred me. At “Rise and shine,” I'd sometimes
report 10 sick, claiming to have a sore throat and a headache, T couldn't
possibly make it to school. No sooner was my mother out of the house,
however, leaving me in Jessie’s care, than I was up and dressed and out
on the yellow trollcy car, heading uptown to catch the latest “Gold
Diggers” when the movie house opened at ten o’clock. T'wenty minutes
to town, ninety for the picture, twenty minutes back, I'd be safely tucked
in bed by the time Jessic appeared with lunch on a tray, and nobody the
wiser. That’s how smartass kids gor to the movies in 1935. If this kind of
illicit traffic had ever been discovered by my father, the consequences are
unthinkable.

Actually, there were moments when he did own up to having en-
joyed the performances of, say, an Irene Dunne, maybe a Claudette Col-
bert—not as in Cleopatra with her snaky hips and cast-iron bra, not as in
Sign of the Crass, cither, with her asses’-milk baths, but as in fr Happened
(e Night. lrene might act a little jazzy, as in Theodora (oes Wild, but
everyone could see she was a lady, he said, and she did a near little trick
with her tecth that he liked. Once he even admiteed to liking Roz Russell,
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who hailed from nearby Waterbury, and he certainly enjoyed Maude
Antrim a lot. Maude was his latter-day Bernhardt, and if shed ever come
to town he might even have asked for her autograph. {(She did but he
didn’t.) Maude Antrim, he claimed, always reminded him of Mother—
ours, not his—and he admired Cary Grant extravagantly, especially Cary’s
swank wardrobe—the two-tone spectators, pleated slacks, swing-back
jackets, Prince of Wales plaids, pencil stripes in his shirtings. Babe Aus-
trian movics, of course, were anathema.

But the time was fast approaching when not only Babe's movies but
the lady herself were to take an tmportant part, not merely in my educa-
tion, but in my life. Later, Dad was heard to bemoan the fact that it was
Babe Austrian who'd come to town and not Maude Antrim. (They said,
untruthfully, that I'd assaulted her and shouldn’t be Tet loose on the
community witheut a coilar and leash. Not true.)

[t had recently become the wecekly parental practice to dispatch my
older brother and me to art ¢classes at the Hartford Athencum, where each
Saturday morning, in company with twenty-five or thirty other students,
we would perch on stools with charcoal stubs, sketching from the “un-
draped” form. Undraped plaster form. The Atheneum was a good {bad?)
example of the dolorous Gothic style that was in lower when the building
had been erected over a century carlier, with tvy-covered stone and mul-
lioned windows, but it was nevertheless just there that I had my first live
sight of the Babe. And it was at this point that I discovered to my amaze-
ment that even the Babe Austrians of the world had their woes. It was
along about this time, the spring of 1938, that Babe’s name made that
notorious list put out by the motion-picture theatre owners of the country
and published in Variety, the so-called Box Office Poison list, which
should have written finis to her movic carcer. Truth to tell, it did her no
end of harm, even though she had plenty of ¢lite company—Dietrich was
on that same list, so were Katharine Hepburn and Fred Astaire, as well
as Claire Regrett. Garbo would probably have been eligible, excepr she
had Camille m sccond runs around the country and Camille was doing
well, {Camellia, Babe's famous parody, would do even better, but that
came much later on.)

But if you ever knew Babe, you knew she wasn't about to be flattened
by a bunch of cigar-chomping, pot-bellied Kiwanis chiefs from Terre
Haurte and points west. When her latest picture, 7he Girl from Windy Ciry,
went into release, to sorry reviews and sorrier box-office receipts, she
simply faced the music—and in the most literal sensc. Against his betrer
judgment, she persuaded Irankie Adano to book her into whatever vaude-
ville houses survived in that mid-Depression era of radio’s Jack Benny and
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Amos 'n” Andy. And, of all things, she took up playing the trap drums.
No kidding, you can check the newspaper files in any large city around
the country and you'll see that in the year 1938 Babe Austrian was indeed
playing a new live act, seated up on a platform with that peroxided hair,
beating out doeuble paradiddles, and chewing hell out of her trademark
bubble gum while she flashed her teeth, beat the dumbo with her foot, and
rolled the sticks between her fingers. Oh yeab!
And she sang her famous “Windy City Blues™

“Ob I got those Windy City blues,
They send a chill right down my spine,
(b 1 gor these Windy Ciry blues,
Cause [ lost that man of mme. . ..

As it happened, a bunch of us went to see Windy City on the after-
noon of the day it opened, and you could have shot moose 1n the theatre
and never hit an antler. The place was plenty empty, and we saw the
theatre manager gnashing his teeth when we came out into the lobby after
the Coming Artractions. He did his gnashing with good reason, too; the
picture really stank, one of the worst Babe ever made. But there she was,
big and brassy as ever, in the “My Idea of Heaven” number, sashaying
about a cclluloid paradise, switching those hips and tossing one-liners at
the colored actors, who wore big white wings and played golden harps
while a celestial choir kept going “Yeab Babe, ob Babe.”

By now everyone in the Greater Metropolitan Area was more or less
aware not only that this turkey was limping along at the local theatre but
that Babe herself was also set to appear “In Person” at the State Theatre
up on North Main. T'o promote both the movic and her live stage appear-
ance, she was scheduled to arrive on Saturday morning at the municipal
tramn station, where she would be met by the Mayor, who'd present her
with the offieial key to the city, and afterward there would be a motor
cavalcade from the depot up to Main Street and right through the center
of town.

Ah, for the feverish thoughts that swam through the air of my room
that night, like so many fishes in the sea, and, oh, for the fetid dreams my
perverted fancy concocted as I slept. That doll-like face my eyes knew so
well, those platinum ringlets, those bejeweled fingers, those twitching lips
and rolling hips, that inviting honkytonk voice—did I really sleep that
night? I wonder. And, oh God, the tits . . . I wasn’t fourteen for nothing!

Next noontime, at the Atheneum, when the bell rang releasing us
from our two hours’ enslavement to the Muses, we stampeded from the
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placc into the bright sunlight and exciting holiday pandemonium of Main
Street. Few scenes in my life have ever made such a dent on my impres-
sionable mind as my first taste of what the Hollywood brand of hoopla
and ballyhoo was and still is capable of. Bands played, flags waved, crowds
cheered, there were photographers, reporters, policemen, remote units
from the local radio stations. Both sides of Main Street were lined with
a horde of screaming, bawling, shouting, gesticulating, popeyed gawkers
standing tiptoe to sece—what? Little, so far as I could tell, since I saw
nothing but a beef trust of backs in frout of me, A rusted drainpipe ran
up onc wall at the Atheneum entrance, and by some adroit maneuvering
I managed to elevatc mysclf above the heads of those in front, where [
beheld a sight I shall never forget.

Out in the street, proceeding at a measured rate of speed along the
thoroughfare, was an automobile—the automobile of our mayor, George
Allen. T recognized him from his pictures in the paper, as well as the fact
that he occasionally played golf with my father. The windows of the long,
dark green automobile were rolled down, and behind his trademark pince-
nez on a black silk ribbon he sat beaming and nodding, and at his side sat
—BABE!"! Oh yeab!

If the Virgin Mary herself had been sitting beside Mayor Allen in his
hammer-claw morning coat, his top hat, pearl spats, and spectacles, I for
one could not have been more impressed. Less, actually, because I never
really imagined the Virgin to possess breasts, while Babe—oh, there they
were, those twin headlights, that gorgeous set of clydes sticking out to
there. She was wearing a hig cartwheel hat of black Milan straw (once or
twice she turned her head and you could see it was a cut-out; her hair
showed in the back). Her dress was shiny, cut low, with diamond clips
in the corners, and she had ice on her arm up to the elbow. That was the
arm she waved with; the other hand lay anchored in her muff—a silver
fox muff that matched the fur chubby that was tossed over those shoulders
—and it was hot that day. Hot, I'll say.

She smiled. Those pearly-whites flashed as if there were diamonds sct
between them, and you could see her eyes as they rolled about in her head
like bb-shot. T felt myself stricken, then I went berserk on the spot.
Heedless of my brother or our schoolmates, 1 leaped down from my perch
and 1 seconds was shoving my way through the crowd, feeling hot and
cold, as if I might burst or faint dead away. The slow-to-move were
ruthlessly pushed from my path, the immobile became suddenly active as
I weaseled my way through the press of bodies until I emerged at curbside
just as the official vehicle, preceded by a marching brass band, drew
abreast.
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Looking neither left nor right, I plunged from curb to street, launch-
ing myself in a beeline for the main attraction. | saw nothing else, | had
eyes only for her and the cartwheel hat, the Hashy dress, the agreeably
demonstrated pulchritude, that darling pink-and-white face, those Azxen
curls. Nearer I came and nearer to the goddess; perhaps 1 was reaching
out with my hands as though to grab—something!—I don’t remember,
but ferward T went, closer, until | was beside the car, onto whose runing
board 1, without so much as a by-your-leave, sprang! 1 wrapped one arm
around the doorpost and stuck my head inside the car! T could smelf her!
Jesus, what a whiff! Whart a scent! Was 1t “Midmight in Paris,” the dime-
store perfume in the dark blue bottle, or the onc with the man bending
the lady backward in her ball gown over the piano? T stared for what
seemed minutes. [ was aware of eyelashes about a foot long and curled like
the tines on a hayraker. I saw a coat of heavy orange stage makeup, and
a starthing nakedness, an alarming vulnerability in the person of the god-
dess, as if mere mortals such as I were not supposed to be seeing her in
such close proximity.

She was a lot smaller than I'd imagined (Babe was only five-two
without her platforms); Mayor Allen, not so tall himself, dwarfed her. But
I was hardly aware of himn as [ stared at my quarry. She had a jeweled bag
in her lap, and gloves, and the rocks on her free arm gleamcd and corus-
cated Like crazy. Her eves were large and china blue and reminded me of
the eves in a doll. But though the ¢yes may have been large, the hands and
feet were small. Teeny-tiny. I saw this right away. And-—pgad!—her little
shoes were toeless, with tinv bows and spike hecls,

She showed no alarm at my incursion, only a measure of mild sur-
prise mixed with amusement. What was this dumb squirt-gun going to do
to ber? She smiled at me, that gleaming, porcelain smile that was hers, all
hers. This was heady stuff and 1 had the feeling I was going to pass out.
I didn’t faint, however, but leaned farther inside, saw those snaky hips in
that shiny black stuff, caught the sheen of sheer silken hosiery; 1 was
suffocating from my passion and, reaching into the car with my fingers
begrimed with charcoal from school, [—

pinched ber!

God’s truth. 1 pinched her on the thigh. Today people tell it that I
pinched her on her ass; 1 didn't. She was sitting on her ass. But I do
remeinber putting my index finger and thumb together and squeezing that
holy flesh. It seared my pads and burned away my fingerprints forever;
I leave none wherever I touch, that index finger and thumb are blistered
but absolutely without whorls, only smudges. Believe that as you believe
in a heaven yet to come.
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[ heard an exclamation of horrer from Mayor Allen, and was aware
of his indignant stare behind his pince-nez, and his mouth, open iike a fish
out of water, gulping air, Then, as I took my hand away, I saw Babe pat
her cartwheel hat or maybe just her hair, and rell her eyes, and [ beard her
say:

“S’aw right, senny, help yourself.”

It’s true, every word. I heard it with my own ears and Mayor Allen
later verificd it, though Babe hersclf tater claimed not to remember having
said it, which may be regarded as odd, considering how she could always
recognize a good line when she heard it.

There was no time for more. I'd had all [ was going to get of Babe
Austrian for this and many a year to come. A burly arm seized me about
my middle and I was torn bodily from the running board, and while the
car rolled forward in the procession, I was left in the toils of John Q. Law,
three feet off the ground, swimming in the air. 1 saw faces—staring,
laughing, ridiculing faces. As I was plunked down on my two feet with
no ceremony whatever, I saw, protruding from the window of the may-
oral vehicle, one little baby hand, languidly, eloquently waving—itty-bitty
waves. Then it was gone.

The effects of this minor escapade were manifold. I made the evening
edition, my picture was plastered on page three, my name was set down
in the annals for posterity (wrongly spelied, my age faisely reported), my
father was obliged to draft a letter of apology to the Mayor, while I was
sternly forbidden the inside of any movie house for a period of two whole
months. And [ commenced a lifelong association with Babe Austrian. Oh
yeah!

Babe’s story is onc of the Plain Tales from the Hollywood Ills, the
legends that star the great ones of Hollywood's Golden Age, those blind-
ing, glitzy, rhinestone days of platinum hair, of lamé gowns, white fox
furs, belted polo coats and pale fedoras, bearskin rugs, glass brick and
chrome by the acre, of oversized upholstered furniture, tinted mirrors, and
white rococo plaster, of wide shoulder pads, top hat, whitc tic, and tails,
of sitver cocktail shakers and satin mules and swimming pools shaped like
Acapuleo Bay, of running boards and white sidewall tires, of klieg-light
premieres and Medici mansions, of Deco and dating and Coconut Groves
and cating inside the crowns of Brown Derbys, of the pogrom-sent
moguls of Panatella and Casting Couchdom, of toe-tapping, finger-
snapping, Busby-crapping Bakelite and Mickey Mouse (before Disney-
land), of rat-a-tat gangsters and Gary Cooper tall as stilts and Carole
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Lombard acting screwy, in a time when the inmates did not run the
asylum but were kept where they belonged, in padded cells, when if
vouth ever had its fling it was only at the whim of its clders, when the
very worst product the majors could crank out was somehow more satis-
fying than most of what’s squeezed today from the Melrose Avenue sau-
sage factories.

“We had faces,” says Gloria Swanson, and is photographed amid the
haroque plaster ruins of the old Roxy, crushed beneath the wrecker’s ball;
gone but not forgotten. They also had glamour then, and a veil of mystery,
and attraction and elegance and a sinful purity, the innocence of nursery
babes, and the overpowering loftiness that elevated them to that heady
Olympian realm where they dwelled, and not their most sullied or foolish
acts could degrade the diadems they wore like the haloes of ten thousand
virgins. Gloria was right: they did have faces then. And class. Didn’t they?
Lotsa class. When weren't the guys in white tails—Gary, Cary, Melvyn,
Randy, Fred? Swank, pure swank.

In the matter of screen “type,” as they like to call it, Babe always fell
between stools. Neither the rare exotic of her middle movie period (Die-
trich, Garbo, Fedora), nor the all-American girl (Janet Gaynor, June
Allyson), nor the Perfect Wife (Myrna Loy), nor the gencrously endowed
Florodora blonde on the Police Gazette (West, Grable), nor the floozy-
cym-nun (Claire Regrett), a Babe Austrian could have flowered only in
the U.S. during the sccond quarter of the twentieth century, and by her
own admission could never have done it without Frankie Adano. Gener-
ous to the last, Babe was still proclaiming the same thing on her deathbed,
for the same—yet far, far different—reasons.

In addition to being Babe's manager in the carly days, Frank was also
generally and elliptically referred to as her “boyfriend.” This meant to
grownups that they shared a bed, while to us young fry it meant some-
thing like cherry Cokes on Saturday nights after a roller-skating party. Buc
everybody knew about Frankic Adano, and you'd hear talk about bis
underworld connections (he’d grown up with Benjamin Siegel, better
known as Bugsy; later he had truck with Al “Vegas” da Prima, “Ears”
Satriano, and **Moonskin” Spaccifaccioli), though the manicurists used to
say Frank was better-lookin’ than Clark Gable or Bob Taylor. And just
at this time—Babe’s visit to our town—everybody knew Frankie had
dumped her for Claire Regrett, whom Louella Parsons said he was “squir-
ing” and the guys joked he was “screwing.” Doubtless some of each.

People like to ask what Frank was “really™ like, as though I or anyone
would really know. Frankie was Frankie, a little like Caesar, all things to
all men—but seldom like Caesar’s wife, above suspicion. Frankie was
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always suspect, even when he was innocent—like that rap he did a year
and a half for. Frankic was what he was. He was lucky, that’s one sure
thing. In his time he’d ducked mere than one bullet and lived to tell the
tale. And he always came up smelling like a rose, no matter what—at least
until the end.

For me his name stilf conjures up the Golden Age of Moving Pic-
tures. Anyone who knows anything about Hollyweod knows how truly
he was always at the dead center of things, from way back in the early
thirties clear through the sixties, even the seventies. Hook or crook, Frank
was certainly one of the most dramatic, colorful, powerful, and imposing
figures in the whole industry, a crackerjack agent who was wooed and
courted and deferred to, who was ass-kissed and ass-kicked, loved and
hated, who made or remade movie stars by the fistful. Think of them—
Babe herself; Maude Antrim; her husband, Crispin; April Rains; Kit Car-
son; Belinda Carroll; Julie Figueroa; Claire Regrett; and all the others. His
was a stylish career that managed to suryvive unsavory Vegas allianees, his
friendship with Bugsy, scandals of sex and murder, even the Senate crime
hearings.

To me Frankie was z saint. He was my agent, and I respecred and
appreciated him. He was always four-square with me—a little nutty
maybe; still, you had to admire him—love him, even. Generous to 2 fault.
Thoughtful, considerate—a really classy gent—he used to remember to
wire my mother flowers on her hirthday, or he’d send her theatre tickets
when she was in New York. Once, when a picture of mine was playing
at Radio City Music Hall, he had her whole bridge club limo’d down from
Hartford to see the opening, with lunch in the Rambow Room afterward.
Mother declared that outside of her husband, Frankie Adano was the
best-looking guy who ever lived, and that be was the one who should have
been in the movies. Mother was not alone in her opinion. People always
used to say he could have had 2 Hollywood acting carcer himself 1if he'd
wanted to—look at George Raft. But Frankie was too smart for thar bull,
He knew which end of the trombone the music comes out of.

Frankie had a genius for recognizing the potential in actors before the
studios ever laid an eye on them, sometimes before the personalities them-
selves even knew what they had. Take Babe, for example, his first big
success; or April Rains, who was a total unknown; then there’s Kit Car-
son, the ex-beach bum; or look whar he did with Claire Regrett, who was
only Cora Sue Brodsky when he first knew her, behind the hosiery
counter at Gimbel's; or Belinda Carroll, found singing for nickels on a
street corner across from Echo Park.

There are those who still claim he was nothing but a two-bit oppor-
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tunist, but he had the manners of a duke. Why else would spectacular
dames like Barbara Stanwyck and Roz Russell have had him for a fricnd?
For a while, after Thalberg dicd, he dated Norma Shearer before she
remarried. A guy doesn’t pull the wool over the eyes of ladies like that;
they've been around the hall, they know the score. They could always spot
a three-dollar bill.

And Babe Austrian? Well, there are a few—rmore than a few-—inter-
estung sidclights to that fHifty-yvear career, most of which Frankic was a
party to. Babe adored him—in her younger days, that is—worshipped the
ground he walked on, even after he dumped her for Claire Regrett, and
after Claire, Frances Decring, the beautiful lumber heiress, who of all the
beauties was finally the one to snare him. Think of the long list of women
he had—who else could have juggled them all, and with his finesse? What
Frankic knew, you don’t learn, Putting it Babc’s way, “Hloney, you either
got it or you don't. And if vou don't, don’t come around.” Oh veah!

Certainly it's not giving away any secret to stare that Babe Austrian
and Frankie Adonis were two parties in an open-ended romantic relation-
ship existing without benefit of clergy, a relationship of such duration and
depth that it seemed like a fact of Iife. Nor did it scem to be any secret
that they were getting it on. We knew it, even back then. In a day when
the overworked tag of “sex symbol” hadn’t been thought of, those two
were just “‘sexy,” and that was a given. Winchell was always writing them
up: the local newspaper carried Walter, and I chewed up the lines looking
for BABE (in caps; all celebrities werc in caps in our paper) or FRANK
ADOXNIS, as he was later known, *“the Italian Clark Gable.”

Frankie was dark and slick, all patent-leather, Italian flash; Babe was
blonde and diamond-flashicr. She could have seen her face in his hair, so
brilliantined was it, while he could probably catch his mustache in her
lavallicre. It was Frank who got Babe her first Hollywood contract, Sure,
you ¥ say she was signed when she was in New York, playing in Lola
Magee, but you'll be wrong. When Babe was grabbed for pictures it wasn’t
in New York or anywhere near it, and nobody but Frankie could have
pulled off that clever job of work.

There are many versions still making the rounds concerning how
they met, including both published autobiographies. n his, Just Call Me
Lucky, Frank states, with surprising discretion, that they were “intro-
duced” by a “mutual scquaintance,” whose name he assures us he has
forgotten, but claims this introduction took place at Risenweber’s. Babe,
on the other hand, states in Ob Bake! that they met at the Belmont race
track, which heaven knows they both frequented often enough. Eicher
story might be true; neither is. I'm putting this down for the record: this



Babe 23

is the version Frankie himse!f confided to me not long before he died, and
swore was gospel,

The facts were these, Frank’s ma, Maxine Fargo (Maxine had remar-
ried after old Tony Adano’s death), was living on West Fifty-fourth
Street, and 1 mean West, right in the heart of Hell’s Kitchen, as they called
it then. Frankie Adano, a second-generation Italian with both Neapolitan
and Sicilian connections, was a small-time grifter and chiseler, out to make
a buck and do himself wharever good he could manage. He was a street
kid, a regular Dead Ender, good-looking and smart. One of his best friends
was a guy named Benny Siegel, nicknamed Bugsy, who at a later time all
by himself invented a place in the Nevada desert called Las Vegas. The
pair of them used to snitch ladies’ alligator bags and Kolinsky scarves or
swipe counter merchandise from Manhattan department stores. Once
they picked on some dame in the subway, beating her up and yanking her
pocketbook off its strap. The woman was an off-duty cop; she nailed
Frankie, Benny ran away, Frankic did his eightecen months,

But that didn’t stop him. In time he and Bugsy gave up petty crime
and worked their way up to bootlegging and became bag-runners for a
numbers racket. ‘They rubbed shoulders with the mob and woun reputa-
tions for being sharp, dependable, and ruthless. Frank’s then-girlfriend
was a hot litle Jewish number named Cora Sue Brodsky, a girl with the
makings of a broad. As I said, she sold lingerie at Gimbel’s, and she Lived
with her family in Bensonhurst and yearned like crazy to be a movie star.
Frankic promised Cora Sue he could do the trick. He snapped his fingers
to show how easy, got her moved into a flat on East T'wenty-third Street,
and Saturday nights often found him in the basement of her building,
stirring up in set-tubs the gin that his customers claimed to like but which
more often than not tasted of soap, bluing, and bleach. Cora Sue would
hang around, waiting for the next batch to be bottled, even helping him
do it, and when the janitor was off-premises Frankie would take her to the
janitor’s bed and give her a good weekend shzup, which helped her com-
plexion and kept down her level of complaints. Cora Sue was willing, nay,
eager, to stick her legs in the air, because Frankie was going to make her
into this big movie star—that’s what he told her anyway. But this was B.B.
—Becfore Babe. After Babe, Cora Sue never stood a chance, But she loved
him anyway.

Babe was a baby vaudevillian. She came out of Chicago, having
grown up in Cicero, where the infamous Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre
took place. She was known variously as “Baby Polly,” “Pretty Polly,”
sometimes “Chicago Polly,” and she recited cute verses, did comic and
dramatic monologues, danced with her own shadow in a Pierrot outfi,
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and worked in living tableaux, until she was too old to be “Baby” anything
anymore and she became Babe, which, fortunately, she had the curves to
merit. But she didn’t get rid of **Baby Polly” altogether; she made her into
a character, a parody of a cute, lisping child who asked risqué questions
and supplied her own humorous answers. Babe or Baby, the act was
big-time all the way.

When she and Frankie met in 1930, she was appearing on Forty-
sccond Street at the Julian Eltinge Theatre in her play Lola Magee, and
her star was waning. She’d been in several editions of the Follies, Ziegfeld
having become intrigued with her Polly character as well as ber ability to
belt out a song and hit the last row in the balcony. She’d been i cditions
with Fields, with Will Rogers, even old Trixie I'riganza. Fanny Brice had
been her nemesis.

Burt her current vehicle, Lola Magee, was serictly for the beer-and-
pretzel trade. 1t had boffo laughs, but its main attractions were Babe’s
husky veice, her baby-blues, and that rollicking set of curves. In a three-
month period Frankie saw the show seventeen times. At that time he was
working at a tango parlor on Wesr Forty-sixth Street where you could go
and get yonr exercise in the new imported dance craze. Of all the studs
who were available as partners, Frankie was primo, and the girls used to
fall over themselves getting his arm around their waist. He was a snaky
dancer, smooth and elegant and completely serious about 1t, as though in
exhibiting the subtle but sexnal innuendos of the tango he were undergo-
ing some profound metaphysical expericnce. It was no joke. FHe was crazy
about dancing, he loved displaying his agilitv and grace—the grace of a
black panrher, according to some who saw him. He had a wasp waist and
wore spray-on pants, so tight he couldn’t sit down, and those yellow
pearl-button shoes; spats, too. The girls went cuckoo when he got his
thigh in their erotch and rubbed them up until the honey dripped. Be-
tween his dancing and his gambling instinct he was pretry well set up for
the life work he was already carving out for himself, and in this year of
1930 he had privately decided that a cute little trick named Mabel Oster-
reich from Cicero, Illinois, was just the meal ticket he was looking for. The
way Frankie reasoncd rhings, he had whar she wanted, he was perfectly
willing to give it to her, and he would make her what is today called a
superstar. So he dumped Cora Sue Brodsky on her Brooklyn keester and
went all-out for Babe,

Always a ladies’ man, Frankie had in fact what the girls were looking
for, what Cora Sue had panted after. That is to say, though relatively slighe
of stature, he was hung like a horse. He sometimes referred to that particu-
lar portion of his anatomy as his “‘pride and passion,” and was boastful of



Babe 2%

his endowment. In fact, he enjoyed showing it off, and in typical Neapoli-
tan style he sincerely believed he was put on this earth to make the
opposite sex happy. He didn’t have any name whatever at the time, except
as this hot tangoist, but in his tight striped pants, his yellow shoes, his
chamois vest, his Borsalino, he cut a dashing figure around Broadway,
where the lights were bright.

One day he made up his mind that he was going to treat Babe to some
of his “pride and passion,” and he hiked over to the Eltinge before the
matinec and flashed his personal engraved card at the stage door. The
obliging doorman carried the card inside, then came back and gave him
the gate. This made Frankic angry. But he was always the type of guy to
make his own luck when things didn’t fall his way, so he took the bull
by the horns, and in the most literal sense. One Wednesday afternoon he
waited at the end of the stage-door alley until he saw Babe's private car
arrive for the matinec. She was then the “great and good friend” of a
certain Waldo Niemier, a burly sub-contractor from Ho-Fo-Kus, New
Jersev, and after cvery performance Walde's driver would take Babe to
Ruby Foo’s, or to Sardi’s, or the old Delmonico’s. On this particular
afternoon, just as the car started up, Frankie stepped out of the shadows,
opened the door, and jumped in, announcing to the startled passenger that
he had a present for her; it was right there in hus fist. So declaring, he flung
himself back against the pearl-gray upholstery and exhibited for her delec-
tation his rampant “pride and passion.”

“Take a look, Babe,” he hreathed hotly, “it’s all yours.” And it did
live up to its rep; every raging inch. Then, whilc he rolled his eyes and
snorted 1n imitation of a bull, Babe slipped out the stickpin from her hat
and gave his throbbing pride and passion a healthy jab. They said you
could hear the howl of pain clear over to Broadway. As the car ground
to a screeching halt, with his wounded pride fast wilting in his hand,
Frankie threw open the door and staggered onto the curb, blind with rage
and agony. As it happened, in addition te curious passersby, a Times
Square mounted policeman was also on hand to witness the spectacle, and
when he questioned the occupant of the limousine as to wbat the trouble
was, Babe rephed:

“He was tryin’ to stick me up, Officer. Take bim away and book
him.”

A citation for disturbing the peace and impairing public morals was
written, and Frankic spent the balance of the day in jail before he found
a mouthpiece willing to bail him out.

Iurious, he plotted his revenge, and at the next Saturday matince a

phalanx of ferocious harpies was seen marching from Broadway toward
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the Eltinge Theatre, where they stormed the box office. Calling them-
selves “Mothers for a Moral America,” they carried signs reading *“Babe
Osterreich sinister influence on young America,” things like that, and
ringed the lobby so no one conld buy 2 ticket. There was also a gang of
news photographers and reporters on hand, and as a fracas ensued be-
tween the irate “Mothers” and the would-be audicnce, mostly male, one
of the photographers managed to sneak into Babe's dressing room, where
he snapped her in the embracc of a fifteen-year-old boy whose nether
quarters beneath his shiretails appeared to be bare. The resultant picture
1s the comical onc everybody knows today. “Broadway star in flagrante
delicto with under-age son of boiler superintendent,” read the florid cap-
tion. Babe’s show never played that matinee, the Black Maria arrived, and
she was hauled off to the pokey, to that identical jail where Frankie had
been incarcerated earlier that same week.

Lola Magee had been what might be called a so-so hit. After this,
however, all was changed, and Babe was never the same again. The box
office was mobbed, this time by sensation-seeking audiences, the play
became famous, all New York was fiighting for seats, and the theatre was
sold out weeks in advance. Babe remained in her cell two nights instead
of the singie one that was required, and, knowing a bad thing when she
smelled it, she later held 2 press conference outside the jail. The “Mothers
for a Moral America” were exposed by a traitor in their midst, who
declared that each of the bogus “Mothers™ had been paid five bucks a head
to storm the theatre, while the “under-age son of the beiler superinten-
dent” was disclosed as being a forty-three-year-old dwarf from a Forty-
sccond Street flea parlor. And the whole farrago was exposed as a hoax
perpetrated by none other than Frankie Adano!

Tit for tat. For years afterward, Frankie wore Babe's pearl stickpin
in his cravat and loved to tell the story to friends, though it never got into
print. While nursing his injured “pride,” he also nursed a grudge against
Babe, now his declared quarry. He went up and down Broadway betting
that he would give her the business before the week was out, and what
was more he’d take her ro Havana for the weekend and screw the hell out
of her at the Nacional. He bided his time, waiting for his chance, which
he scized on another matinee day when the doorman was still at lunch,
slipping the relief man a box of Corona Coronas to look the other way,
and sncaking into Babe’s dressing room.

Hiding himself behind a painted screen, he waited until Babe entered
with her maid. When the maid stepped out to fill the water pitcher and
Babe was in the can, Frankic locked the door and was waiting for her.

From all reports it was quite an encounter, a noisy brouhaha in which
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Babe lobbed the entire contents of her dressing table at him, Frank fielding
the rouge pots and cold-cream jars until he managed to get close enough
to tackle her and by sheer force bear her to the floor—except it wasn't the
floor but a pillowed chaise longue where he fell on top of her, and pretty
soon there were no more protests from the lady. Frank, a smart business-
man, was finally giving her the business.

They held the curtain nearly an hour that day “due to techmeal
difheulties,” and when Babe finally went on it was said she gave the best
performance of her career as Lola. That night there was a champagne
supper at Liichow’s at which Frankie reputedly downed three and a half
dozen oysters—"for purposes of fortification only”—and the next day
Babe returned Mr. Ho-1lo-Kus’s car and unifortned driver. The mornmg
papers reported that she would be taking a short hiatus—in Miami Beach,
as it happened—and that her understudy would #ef go on in her place.

After that Frankic collected the bets he'd chalked up and it became
quickly known that Babe Austrian was strictly his territory and that he
was running the whole show, his intention from the beginning. He went
into his Pygmalion act, revamping her from top to bottom; he changed
her name, redesigned her figure, and sent her to Pelletti, who saw to such
streamlinings in those days. He got her top salary for the show, got her
dressing room redecorated, got her a new wardrobe, onstage and off, got
her a bigger, brighter sign on the marquee, and ran the show to sold-out
audicnces for eleven more months.

‘T'he rest is, as they say, history. Babe Osterreich was no more; Babe
Austrian was born, and within a year had become a major star on Broad-
way, onc of the prevailing sex inrages of the time, 'The next step, inevita-
bly, was Hollywood and the movies. Frankie saw to that, too, and at the
train station the “Mothers for a Moral America”-—the same contingent of
belligerent females he had corralied to storm the Eltinge Theatre—were
on hand to send Babe off on the zoth Century Limited with a foral wreath,
this time naming her “Star Performer of the Year.” To say the least,
Frankie’s ex-girlfriend Cora Sue was miffed—Frankie was supposed to
have made a star out of ber. Before leaving town, however, he did pay for
some rhinoplasty and dance lessons, then gave her a kiss and said toodle-
00; he and Babe were off to L.otusland.

It was an interesting coincidence that the Broadway house Babe had
packed in Lola Magee was the Julian Eltinge, named in memory of the
most celebrated female impersonator of the period, whose genteelly ren-
dered portrayals of fashionable “ladics” carried him to vaudeville stardom
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and cventually to Broadway, where he was regarded, not as any sort of
show-biz freak, but as 2 genuine “artiste” plying his legitimate and hard-
learned craft.

Eltnge bowed offstage in 1941, after a long and successful career that
spanned some forty years, from vandeville and the Palace ro his name in
lights on the Great White Way. Having retired from the scene, he staged
a comeback during the war at Billy Rose’s Diamond Horseshoe, where he
succumbed to a heart attack, just coming offstage, still in high drag. Julie
died for his art.

I mention this merely as a sidelight, since Babe Austrian was indubi-
tably the most imitated performer of the century. Her clothes were cop-
ied, her millimery; her punchlines were famous. “Got something for me,
boy?” was as famous as Greta’s “I vant to be alone,” while “Get off my
porch” was the carchphrasc of the day. She popularized the tam-o’-shanter
so it sold by the millions, and when she took up golf, women from Maine
to California hit the fatrways with their five irons and caddies. Her collec-
tion of French Impressionists rivaled that of Edward G. Robinson's, while
her absence from the track on race day was judged a bad omen. Bur this
is getting ahead of the story; the Monets and handicappers came later.

In the ycar preceding their arrival in Hollywood, Frankie Adano had
discovered his center of gravity, and when he and Babe rolled into Tinsel-
town he was determined to be taken seriously. They put up at the Beverly
Hiils Hotel in “adjoining rooms” and made sure they werc seen every-
where together. It was at Santa Anita that they made their initial splash,
where they posed for pictures and Frankie made his oft-quoted comment,
“We came to shake the grapefruit from the trecs and the stars cut of the
skies.” And shake they did. Together or separately they created the kind
of flurry that the town adored. Frank’s first purchase of note was an
expensive car, a landan with enclosed cab, open driver’s. He hired a
chauffeur, stuck him in marcon livery with black froggings, and told him
to drive Babe around town, from Hellywoed to Beverly Hills and clear
out to Santa Monica. And just as he planned it, her advent amid the
coconut palms of Hollywood caused its share of comment and specula-
tion among the natives, who like most natives were of a fairly restless
nature.

One thing seemed most apparent: Babe Austrian was made for the
movies, just as the movies seemed to have been invented for her. So that
no one was more surprised than she and Frankic to find the studios
behaving standoffishly. Rather than the hot ricket she’d been in New
York, Babe was percciving herself to be a little frog in 2 big Hollywood
pond. It didn’t seem to matter, the length of her car, the number of her
furs, even the square inches of diamonds she sported; she was treading
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water, getting nowhere fast, and neither she nor Frankie seemed able to
break the logjam.

In addition, there was a curous social situation prevailing in the
environs of Beverly Hills: the stardom conferred on Babe in the East did
her little good in a town that was as caste-conscious as Calcutta. Because
of her naughty jsmage, there was an unfortunate stigma attached ro Babe’s
person, and it was preventing her entree into the front parlors of the rich
and famous where deals were made, parts cast, careers made.

Frankie was quick to note the openly offered snubs, though it was
being made clear that he himself was welcome almost anywhere (they
should only have known about Ais checkered past), and he was frequently
invited to gatherings without Babe, which made for some difficulty. But
since it was a basic tenet of the industry that a Tot of movie deals were cut
at Saturday-night social gatherings, and since everything depended on his
getting Babe a picture as quickly as possible, they discussed the matrer
between themselves and were in acecord: when Babe might attend a gather-
ing, she would; when not, Frankie would go alone and try to harrow the
arid fields of Beverly Hills.

Besides, her day would come. If the smart matrons of Beverly Hills,
Bel Air, and Brentwood chose to snoot her, she didn’t care; she wasn't
there to be social anyway; she was there to get famous and make pots of
money. “1 don’t take things lying down unless I happen to be,” was to
become one of Babe’s famous lines, and she went on making herself as
conspicuous as she could. Not only was she secn regularly at the race
track, she lunched at the hotel pool and let the tourists snap pictures of
her, she tooled around town in her car, she went regularly to the theatre,
and took in a bunch of movie marinecs. Allin all, a far ery from the oddball
recluse she would become in later years, when people went mad to catch
even the tinzest glimpse of her.

There are several famous personalities, among them we can include
the Bahe, who owe their film careers, at least the start of them, to one
person unique in Hollywood annals. You probably don’t hear much too
much about her these days, but Viola Ueberroth, intimate of the greats and
the famous (one-time mistress of Clark (able; she paid to have his ears
pasted back), “discoverer” of the great Fedora, doyenne of the Bel Air
circuit, operator of the infamous Friday Night Carmel Drive Poker Battal-
ion, renowned Beverly Hills hostess, and intimate of the movers and the
shakers of the town, was and remains a filmdom institution. Still going
strong in her late seventies, she’s part of the old Hollywood, the one that’s
dead and gone and isn't likely to return,

Having got her early start as a lowly steno at the old AyanBee Studios
on lower Sunset Boulevard (where her hrother, Sam, was first a publicise,
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then a producer), by the time Babe and Frank arrived in town Viola had
established herself as a shrewd and canny agent as well as an intimate of
the powers-that-be. Already her regular Friday-night poker game was an
institution, and the fact that Sam was one of the more prestigious produc-
ers at AyanBee Studios hurt her not at all. Some years before, it had been
Viola’s unfailing eye¢ that had fallen upon the forlorn, unknown figure of
Fedora on a streetcar en route to the beach and had been instrumental in
getting her her first Hollywood part, setting her on the road to interna-
tional stardom. What V1 had done before, Vi could do again.

As luck would have i, Viola was already well known to Frankie, and
he to her. He’d met her in New York at a Lamb’s Frolic and they’d
managed to get on so well that he’d asked her for a date, one that had
ended up, as he’d planned, in her bed. It was a fact that Vi, not onc of
God’s prettiest creatures, had been made Jove to by some of the higgest
studs in Hollywood, and if he’d wanted to, at the time Frankie could have
carved his name right there on her thigh. So no wonder that it was Vi who
now camc to Frank’s rescue.

The fact that Constance Bennett as well as certain other screen
royalty wouldn't offer Babe the time of day held no water with Vi, nor
did it keep her from jumping wholesale on Frank’s bandwagon. Besides,
she was shrewd enough to realize that Babe Austrian was a walking gold
mine, a Fort Knox with tits, as her hrother Sam would one day put it.

So, standing up to the heldames of the film colony, Viola proceeded
to invite both Frankic and Babe to her Friday-night poker sessions. And
if there was one thing Babe knew, it was cards. She’d been a hard-nosed
player since her teens, when she’d get into a game with the stagehands,
and this had been one of the things that had helped cement her relation-
ship with Frankie. And now it helped provide her with her first movie
role, at AyanBee Studios, and under the aegis of Sam Ueberroth.

AyanBee, that crumbiing silent-picture studio, which was said to be
held together with a little spit and lots of adhesive tape, was definitely in
need of 4 hit, and a prodigious hit at that. Vi happened to recall a script
that her brother had bought years ago and that had ended up on a sheif
collecting its share of dust. The property was calied Parzycake, Pattycake,
the saga of a naive girl straight off the farm who falls in love with a
medicine barker in a traveling show and ends up a star on Broadway.
Certainly not an original story, but there was a character therc that
Babe could play, a wiseeracking know-it-all who was always on top of
everything.

Yet when it came to casting, Sam proved a hard nut to crack, espe-
cially since his wife, Pauline, was one of those Hollywood spouses who
eyed Babe with disapproval. But Vi soon took care of that, and upon
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Pauline’s discovering for herself that Babe wasn’t at all like her projected
image, but a sweet-natured girl with a good sense of humor, she began
adding her own blandishments to Viola’s. Together they persuaded Sam
to drag out the script of Pattycake, with Babe in mnind; Vi slipped a copy
to Babe to look over, and in a weekend she’d completely rewritten the
thing, calling it Broadway Blue Eyes, giving it a stronger plot line and
surrounding herself with four or five leading men to cast her spell upon.
Harry Shine, one of Mack Sennett’s old comedy directors, was dragged
out of mothballs to perform director chores, and in no time AyanBee
Studios had the moneymaking hit it had been looking for. In fact, it could
be said that Babe Austrian saved the lot (Fort Knox with tits, indeed), and
with this resounding success her star was catapulted high into the Holly-
wood firmament. In hardly any time at all Babe’s name was a household
word, and Babe Austrian jokes quickly replaced the farmer’s daughter and
Little Audrey variety, and shopgirls across the country began peroxiding
their locks and wearing ankle socks and a hair ribbon to match their outfir.

Then came Prerty Polly. 1t had been Frank's original idea of tcaming
the two unlikeliest show-business personalitics anyone could hope to find,
and he came up with a winning combination that led to three of the
biggest laugh riots of the thirties and did much to foster the illusion of
the so-called screwball comedy. One evening he’d caken Babe down to the
Biltmore Theatre to see Crispin Antrim and his wife, Maude, in a play,
and sometime during the second act the idea struck him. With Crispin's
droll wit and impcccable manners, his high style and crisp, gentlemanly
airs, the great Shakcspearean actor seemed the perfect foil for a Babe
Austrian. Frankie envisioned a story in which the two could rub up
against each other {after a fashion) and produce laughs. Never especially
noted for his comedy performances, Crispin Antrim nonctheless proved
an adept farceur in the old rradition, while Babe’s broad delivery of a socko
gag was alrcady well demonstrated. After the curtain fell, Frankie con-
ducted her backstage to meet the famous actor, and was pleased to see how
well they got on.

Next day Frank huddled at Metro with Irving Thalberg, who quickly
got the message. The fact that Crispin was years older than Babe only
added spice to the idea, and Frank went away to think some more. Some-
time later he came up with the idea for a backstage story, called Footlights,
which eventually became Pretry Polly, the story of a newcomer to the
Follies who mects a broken-down actor whom she turos into a slapstick
comedian and who ends up the star of the show. The critics dismissed it
as cheapjack Hollywood stuff, but nonetheless it made customers every-
where weep buckets.

Frank’s idea of teaming Babe and Crispin paid big dividends. Pretty
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Polly was followed by the even more successful Deficious, about a board-
inghouse keeper and his daughter running off counterfeit bills on an
abandoned printing press, and the third, Manbattan Madness, contained
some of the funniest screwball scenes ever filmed—the story of a rich
playboy producer of Broadway musicals who bets his theatre that he can
make a star of the girl who works in the hashhouse around the corner. His
efforts to creatc a singing comedienne out of little Mitzi bear fruir and—
guess what?>—he ends up marrying her.

Crispin Antrim, who lived at Sunnyside, the palatial house he had
built for his wife, Maude, and that rivaled Pickfair as a royal palace and
Hospitality Hall for visiting firemen, made a smaf! fortune from his come-
dies with Babe, but for unspecified reasons the Iady never set foot inside
those lofty precincts. People said Maude herself was the cause of this
rejection, though T never found reason to give the report credence.

By now Babe’s career was in high gear. In less than three years she'd
got a beach house in Santa Monica and had become one of the biggest and
most dependable attractions in movies. Thalberg, then turning out the
elite glamour product of MGM, thought he saw in the comedienne further
possibilities as yet untapped, and when Crispin Antrim suffered an acci-
dent, it was Irving who had the idea that resuited in Babe's being cast with
the four Marx Brothers in what was to become their biggest hit after 4
Night ar the Opera. Far more than merely the love interest, Babe played
the wily Flaxie de Mer, alias Gladys Smith, who managed to steal from
Groucho every scene she played in A% at Sea.

It was also during this period that Babe, needing a place in town,
moved to the Sunscet Towers, 2 notably glamorous fandmark on the Holly-
wood scene. As you drove west along Sunset Boulevard toward the see-
tion known as the Strip, you passed, among other remarkable sights,
Schwab’s Drugstore (where Lana Turner was not discovered), Frascatti’s
of happy memory, the Garden of Allah and the Villa Lorraine, and farther
west, on the south side of the street, the Sunset Towers, Financed by a
prominent industrialist and motorcar magnate, its moderne style and ex-
travagant exterior embellishment were pure Art Deco, and its eleven
stories were surmounted by a spacious penthouse where for a number of
vears the industrialist had housed his inamorata, a celebrated beauty and
ex-chorine. The apartment had a marvelous view of the hiils to the north
and the flats to the south, and to the cast and west the Sunset Strip snaked
like 2 well-trafficked ribben between Hollywood and the old Beverly Hills
bridle path.

In a later epoch, movie fans driving past would point aloft to where
Babce Austrian was at home, as though the late-burning lamp in her bed-
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room were a beacon—a beacon that declared to the world that Babe
Austrian was alive and well, living in sin with no one knew which, or how
many, oversexed studs.

By the mid-thirties, with her easy, freewheeling style, her unblinking
candor, her high humor, her oft-quoted wit, she was the hottest thing to
hit Hollywood since Lupe Velez. In addition, she had stuffed her head
with all sorts of information and if she played dumb, believe me, it was
only playing. Along with Connie Bennett and Claudette Colbert, she was
one of the top female moneymakers in the years 1934-37. Only Maude
Antrim beat her out in 37, And by then she’d become a fashion plate as
well; Adrian was dressing her, in a much more subdued style than her
former gaudy image, and when he got her out of those long skirts, she was
discovered to possess two of the most shapely legs God ever gave a
woman, legs that a Grable might envy.

During the war ycars she casily maintained her position as a mamnstay
of the studio, and by the time June Allyson came on the lot in 1942, Babe
had been there for eight years, and the Marxes werce long gone to Eagle-
Lion and film oblivion. In the famous Life shot of the celehrations of
twenty-five years of MGM, it is a startling omission that Bahe Austrian
1s not among the luminaries. “More stars than there are in heaven™ was
the slogan, and she was assuredly one of those. The fact was, Babe #5 in
many of the shots from that Life sitting—she is positioned on the left, next
t0 Arlene Dahl, wearing a mavy-blue tunic and skirt and surrounded by
ostrich feathers—Dbut the shot that was used in the magazine and hecame
famous doesn’t show her. Promptness was never Babe’s long suit; people
had been waiting for her all her life, and she figured they’d wait for her
that day to begin. They didn't, the editors chose one of the early shots,
and here is the result.

Meanwhile, the redoubtahle Vi Ucberroth was greatly responsible for
the new Frank Adonis who was emerging, chick from embryo. To look
at her today, it's not easy to imagine Vi as ever having been physically
attractive or having had a high-tech sex life, but the chances are strong that
for a period she and Frankie enjoyed intimacies, though neither of them
was the type to kiss and tell. Whatever the real relationship, theirs was a
friendship of long standing, and as the secrerary from AyanBee on lower
Sunset rose in the eyes of the industry and hecame the doyenne of North
Carmel Drive, she continued to cnjoy a special friendship with the Black
Wolf, as Frank was sometimes called.

In 1932, when he first arrived in Hollywood, Frankie Adano had one
client, Babe. In just a few years he had changed his name to Frank Adonis,
had formed the Adonis Actors Agency, and had a client list the length of
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your arm. e hadn’t, however, done it entirely on his own. And he’d had
strong support from others besides Vi. One of these, an unlikely benefac-
tor and sometime mentor, was none other than the kingpin of MGM, Mr.
Louis Burt Mayer himself. No one knew how this strangely matched
combo had got its start; some say it was because of their frequent meetings
at the track, some claim it was because Frankie knew the pretticst ladies
in town. But however it began, from Mayer Frankie went on to enjoy the
acquaintanceship of much of Hollywood’s royalty, and to see him making
an entrance at one of their parties in a well-cut suit of tails was a sight to
behold. In the early thirties every movie actor worth his salt wore white
tie and tails in his parlor, bedroom, and even bath pictures. Cary Grant,
Gary Cooper, Georgic Raft, Warren William, Edmund Lowe, Astaire,
Gable, all sported their best soup-and-fish, but few of these idols of the
silver screen were ever so dashing as Frankie Adonis in his evening rig.
He was in fact buried in his, and why not, since he’d lived so much
m itr

But the major change in Frank’s life at this time was 1n relation to
Babe, There was a serics of public quarrels, soon he was looking for
surcease elsewhere, and he found it in the arms (and bed) of Claire Re-
grett, née Cora Sue Brodsky, who had in just a few years become one of
MGAM's leading female stars.

Cora Suc’s miraculous transformation from lingerie salesgirl to cho-
rus cutie to ranking star was the start of what was to become onc of the
great screen legends. After Frankie split for Hollywood with Babe, Cora
Sue grew more determined than ever to make it big “out there,” so she
quit the chorus line and hopped a train. And on that train, the story goes,
she met a Hollywood producer, our friend Vi's brother, Sam, who said
he could make Cora Sue a star as well as Frankic Adonis could. She let
him. How much she let him or how often remained a matter of conjecture
for some years, but the fact remained that in not too long a time Cora Sue
Brodsky's dreams came true. Claire Regrett was born, and before long she
left Sam’s AyanBec Studios for Metro, eventually won the Oscar, and
stayed a reigning Hollywood star for almost forty years until she retired
and diced, alone and all but forgotten, in a New York penthousc,

Certainly there's no denying that Claire formed an important, even
integral, part of Frank’s Iife, and it’s a matter of record that their lizison
continued off and on for more than thirty years. The embarrassing scene
she made at his funeral has become part of Hollywood lore, and the rivalry
between her and Babe has passed into the pages of the town’s history.

As far as Babe was concerned, Claire Regrett had stolen her lover,
if not exactly cut from under her then possibly from on top of her. Babe
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was a faithful soul: if she liked you, she tiked you for good, no matter what
others might say. By the same token, if she didn’t like you, nothing was
going to change her mind. And that’s how she felt about Claire. She'd
disliked Cora Sue Brodsky when they were both back in New York, and
she hated Claire Regrett even more. Though she was then enjoying a huge
personal success of her own, 1t rankled n her breast that Cora Sue had
managed to become this larger-than-life Iollywood figure already on her
way to having her own cult and her own Jegend. When Frank came into
2 room now he went first to Claire, then to Babe, and then, most impor-
tant, back to Claire again—during 2 highly public dinner they were ob-
served by Louella to be holding hands and twice he leaned to kiss the back
of her neck. Babe, scated with a pair of studio flacks and a hardresser,
pretended not to notice, but it was plain that she was furious and could
easily have taken an axe to Miss Regrett's scalp.

Claire took much pride in the fact that she had got her old fover back,
and at Babe's expense. When Frank visited her set, Claire would wait for
a break, then haul him off to her portable dressing rooin, where she'd teii
her maid to get lost and lock the door; then she and Frank would go at
it while people on the set joked at the way the trailer rocked as Frankie
gave her the same busmess he used to give Babe. One day someonc walked
past and, through a window whose curtains Claire had neglected to close,
glimpsed her feet shod in spike heels sticking straight up in the air while
she moaned, “Oh, Daddy, give baby that big lollipop.”

But the day came when Babe had the last laugh, for Frank’s interest
in Clatre again dwindled down to the last of the wine. He refused all
invitations to join her in her trailer, having started dallying with a lietle
Latin tootsic he’'d brought to Mayer, who'd given her a part in a low-
budget picture; her sensational bust was already attracting attention. Her
name was Julie Figueroa, a girl he’d found checking hats at the Florentine
Gardens on Hollywood Boulevard. Now Babe and Claire had something
in common; they were both yesterday’s news and might have enjoyed
commiserating, but they still would have nothing o do with cach other,
while la sefiorita Figueroa was lapping up the cream.

Frankie’s reputation as a swain, lover, and general, all-round Holly-
wood cocksman increased in direct ratio to the large number of females
he was servicing at this point. Some twenty years hence, he would engage
in a rivalry with Sam Ucberroth over the affections of a pretty UCLA
coed, and Frank would get one of his testicles shot off for his trouble, but
until then he was letting no grass grow under his feet; at least not until
he met Frances, who would be the one to get him to the altar.

Yet even though in this period he no Jonger shared Babe’s bed, Frank
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still played an important part in her life. There were no recriminations;
she kept the jewelry he’d bought her—a not inconsiderable treasure—as
well as the famous Reo motorcar. And soon she began her search for a new
man, a search that took her through a motley series of lowbrow types,
consisting in the main of prizefghters, pool sharks, muscle-enhancers, and
the like. There was even a bullhghter or two. Occasionally these athletic
fhgures gave way to even lesser-lifes, to known frequenters of Mafia hang-
outs, dese, demn, and dosers with sears and police records. Babe never had
pretensions about herself (unlike Claire Regrett, who had many and
hoarded them all}, and, being the queen of Cicero, she’d had plenty of
exposurc to gangland types. Now it secmed as if, having had Frank
Adonis, there was ne other man for her, no one of any class. Give her a
jug-eared welterweight any day, or & blackjack dealer with a diamond on
his pinkie finger. She always claimed “Moonskin™ Spaccifaccioli was,
despite his bad complexion, a great lay, and maybe he was.

These were the wide-open, lusty days of moviedom, and when Babe
wasn’t at the studio, her greatest passion was playing the ponies. Each
morning she perused her Daily Racing Farm, even before she checked out
her stocks and securities in 7he Wall Street Journal. She roured the racing
circuit every season, from Hollywood Park to Santa Anita, and ended by
making the sporting trip to Agua Caliente. {Caliente was outside scrufly,
crummy Tijuana, and it was generally conceded that a prominent movie
figure could go there and play fast and loose in private, or not so private,
and not be pilloried for scandalous behavior.)

When the familiar Reo appeared, people would note that Babe was
on hand to watch the track. Her driver and general factotum these days
was the middleweight ex-prizefghter Slugge McGurk, who'd been
punched so hard se many times that his head sloshed, but when Sluggo
was on tap no one messed with Babc, not if he was smart. Unless, of
course, he happened to be one of Bugsy Siegel’s lieutenants, that duke by
the name of Al “Vegas” da Prima, of whom Babe was rumored to be
currently enamored. She and Al were known to have shacked up at the
Hotel Del Corenado near San Diego on several accasions, and when his
yacht, the Black Star, was anchored in Catalina harbor, a pair of binoculars
couid discern at the rail a figure that certainty resembled Babe Austrian;
though no one could actually prove it was she, it was reported that way
in the press.

Penned Louella:

What in the world are things coming to around here, anyway?
What famous film hlonde has lately been seen aboard the yacht
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of what friend of what well known gangland hgure and real
estate investor? Naughty, double naughty, little miss, you ought
to have your bottom spanked!

Ironically, there wasn’t much truth in these rumors, since at that time
Babe hadn’t ever been aboard a gangster’s yacht. The truth was, the
woman on the Black Star was another persen altogether.

Back in her old New York days Babe had a close friend with whom
she’d appeared in a couple of shows. The friend’s name was Patsy Doyle,
and the two girls were not dissimilar in looks. Men occasionally mistook
Patsy for Babe, or vice versa, and once Babe even dispatched Patsy on a
date in her place. When her movie career took off, Babe sent for Patsy to
be her stand-in. Patsy jumped at the chance, and soon there were two
Hollywood blondes riding side by side in the back of the Reo, one the star,
the other not.

Patsy Doyle was a good-time girt all the way. She was made for
Hollywood; maybe not stardom Hollywoed, but girls like Patsy always
helped fill out the fringes of the place. She was without ambition, caring
nothing for the art of the cinema, though she was apparently well versed
in other, less esoteric arts.

Eventually she married a high-roller type they called Snake-Hips,
who wore a white fedora and took aifl her money for gambling. Given
Patsy’s deliberate aping of Babe's peroxided hair and flamboyant dress, it
was understandable how the two women might be confused in the pubhic
eye, and Babe didn’t care enough about what people thought to clear the
matter up. T'o hell with Louella and all her tribe!

This is how [ reencountered Babe Austrian: in the spring of 1952, she
returned to Broadway, an event that proved to be a triumph. The revival
of Lola Mager was her own idea, though her carcer was still being master-
minded by Frank. I was brand new in New York at the time, having
graduated from college and playing a small part in my first Broadway
show. My days of pinching movie sex symbols were long behind me,
though the intervening years had done little or nothing to dull the mem-
ory of those pretty feet, those baby-blues, that shapely shape, as exhibited
in the car of the Mayor of Hartford, Connecticut. (Actually, I'd encoun-
tered her one other time, on 2 moving train. But more of that anon.)
Over the years I'd followed her glittering career with interest, she
then being the only star of magnitude with whom I had ever scraped
acquaintance, I'd seen her Zola at a Sunday-night Actors’ Fund Benefit,
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a raucous evening if ever there was one, and a performance that served
only to rub up a kecner appreciation on my part for her comedic talents.
With due respect to both Fanny Brice and Barbra Streisand, 1 thought she
was one funny lady.

Months later I was working with Tallulah Bankhead in a revival, and
when I came offstage one night carly in the run there were some people
waiting in my dressing room. One of them was Max Hollywood (his real
name), an up-and-coming Broadway hotshot agent who said he had
“plans” for me. These plans involved the person of Miss Babe Austrian.
Lola having closed, she was going to tour a new play around the summer-
stock barns, and she was looking for someonc to fill out her cast. Max
turned me over to the tall, lantern-jawed young woman, Beata Saggiter,
who had just begun as his assistant.

Though 1t was only May, that week the temperature soared freak-
ishly, day after day hovering in the high eighties. My appointment with
the star was postponed twice, but finally Beata confirmed the date as
locked in for Friday at 2:00 p.m. and said I should meet her atr Sardi’s. I
arrived in loafers, khaki slacks, and a navy polo shirt. “Jesus, Charlie,”
Beata greeted me, “what's this?”

“What 1s what*”" I countercd.

“You can't go sec Babe Austrian looking like Joe College. Don't you
own a dark suit?”

Sure | had a suit. One. Blue serge. Hot.

“CGo put it on. I'll wait,” Beata decreed. | hopped the subway down
to the Village, pulled the suit out of the cold-storage bag, and was back
at Sardi’s in forty-five minutes.

“Jesus, Charlic,” Beata wailed, “what is that smell?”

Mothballs.

We cabbed up to Babe's hotel. First we waited downstairs in the
lobby, then in about an hour were allowed to head on up to the suite. It
was big Sluggo McGurk who greeted us, and we sat around on the
horsehair sofa for about ten hours, with only a drugstore fan and a pitcher
of lukewarm “ice” water for cooling purposes. I was sweating bullets
while we waited; I felt nervous, my meuth was dry, I drank the water,
I sweated more, Finally Sluggo reappeared and told me to get up and
follow him. “Not you,” he said to Beata, and preceded me into an adjoin-
ing room.

In a large, tall-backed armchair sar Babe Austrian, looking me up and
down as I trod in, wiping my brow. “Pleased ta meetcha,” she said as 1
approached the throne. She seemed a little nervous, even shy, as I gave
my name.
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“Charlie, huh? T used to know a Charlic.” She roiled her eyes and
ventured a tiny smile. “Charlie Peekoe. Smoked Cubano-Cubanas. Ran a
numbers bag. Good guy, had a club foot, but he was a dancin’ fool. Sit
down, honey, take a load off. How you been?”

1 said I'd been fine, exerting whatever charm I could muster, all of
it damp.

“Max says you're gonna be a big star. Whaddya think? You want to
be a star?”

I guessed I'd like to, “if I could find the right parts.”

“You look like you already got good parts,” she rephed without
missing a beat. Sluggo was standing by the window, staring out at the
view. ‘The room was hot and he was sweating the same way I was, but
Babe sat there cool as a cucumber. The blue eyes again raked me tip to
toe and she asked me how tall | was.

I told her.

“Umm. | like six-footers. And vou probably have a couple extra
inches to boot, hm?” She asked me to stand up and turn around; as [
obliged her she made suggestive noses. *“I suppose | could get vou the
right part if you could come up with the right parts for me. Whadda ya
think?"”

Jesus.

All the time she was sitting on that throne, vibrating—like an Olds-
mobile warming up a bad battery. 1 thought the whole thing was some
big put-on, but no, she was dead serious. She was still a sexy dame, | was
a young stud to her, and it was play and pay all the way. This was no act,
this was Babe,

“You seem nervous,” she said. “Are you?”

I blamed the heat and mopped my face with my soggy handkerchief.
The suit weighed minety pounds if an ounce.

She was looking hard at me, I could tell. The long eyelashes went
bat bat bat. “Haven't we met someplace?”

No, I'lied, we hadn’t met. “I'd remember,” I said blithely. She studied
me some more and I could tell T was bothering her. I was sure I wouldn't
get the job.

“Say, Slug, how’s about catchin’ yourself a beer,” she told the gorilla
by the window. Sluggo took the hint and sauntered into the other room.
I wondered what Beara would do to bim, or vice versa. Babe sat studying
me some more,

“Care for a cigarette?” | asked, taking out my pack.

“I don’t smoke. 1t hurts muh voice. I'd prefer if you didn't, either.”

I pocketed the cigarettes. 1 was sure 1I'd shot myself down,
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“We got this show,” she said. “You ever heard of it? Sort of a little
comedy. Some jokes. This guy wants to bring it in next fall. Nice Iittle
part for a young man. "Bout your height. I like tall men, makes me look
small, vulnerable, you knew?”

“Windy City?” I said, trying to sound savoir-fairish.

“Huh?®" she said.

* “The Windy City Blues’ ‘I love that Windy City where the men
are tall and brown in that oh-so-toddlin’ town’™>”

“Oh, Oh yeah. Heh heh.” That was her song, but my knowing a line
didn’t win me any Brownie points so far as I could see. Finally [ blurted
our that actually she was right, we had met before. Oh? And where was
that? On a train, I said. Which train? Super Chief. “Oh? Wonderful train.
I take it all the time. I don’t like to fly,” she said. “This fortuneteller said
I'd be kiiled in a plane crash. 1 always listen to my fortunetellers—you do
that, too, you'll live longer. How'd you say we met?” She drilled me with
a look.

Oh, I said weakly, it was just sort of in passing.

She touched her hair. “Oh, en passant, so to speak.”

“I told you then I wanted to be an actor.”

“No kidding. Small world, isn’t it>” She was staring harder and I felt
myself getting hotter. Goddamn air conditioning. Did she remember or
didn’t she? T still couldn’t tell. “Yeah,” she said, looking me over again,
“you're tall all right. Dark, too.”

She sort of rocked around in the chair before pesing her next ques-
tion. “Just how experienced are you®”

[ said T was in a show, that I'd done stock.

“Stock, huh? Who'd you work with?”

I mentioned two or three fading names—Ruth Chatterton, Kay
Francis, Flossie Reed.

“*She must be ninety, Flossie. This dame who's your agent. You and
she an item?”

I explained that Beata’s and my relationship was strictly professional.

“Good. Keep it that way. She says you're with Tallulah. But Tal-
lulah’s closing. Could you get out of Tallulah and come with me:”

Not too eager, but: “Sure. I think so. Yes. Very much. I'd like to work
with you.”

She vibrated a little more. “Umm. The feelin’s myutchul, [ assure
va.” She touched the platinum scallops in several places.

When she asked if I'd ever met 2 movie star before, 1 said T hadn't,
except Ozzie Nelson, whom I'd met with my Boy Scout patrol when we
were taken to the theatre stage door—"in Hartford?” I ventured carcfuily.
“The State Theatre:”
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“Oh yeah. [ played the State. You're too young to've seen me.”

“T saw you.”

“No kiddin’.”” She scemed to come alive slightly. “You really saw me?
Betcha don't remember what I was weann'.”

[ described her outfit as accurately as I could remember. She in-
spected her nails and rearranged several bracelets on her arm. “Flartfid,
huh? Good town, Hartfid. They had a parade fuh me.”

I agreed Hartford was okay.

“Good place to be from, huh?” She laughed at her little joke.

“Did you enjoy the parade?” I dared ask.

“Yeah, why not? [ rode with the Mayor. He was a screw. Kept puttin’
his hand on muh knee.”

“[ know."” She shot me 2 look. “I was there.”

“You were wherce:”

“On the running board.”

“What were you doin’ on the runnin’ board?”

“I wanted to sce you. Close up.”

“Didja? How’d I Iook?”

“Great. You looked swell.” There was a beat while she tooked at me
and [ fooked at her. I wanted to look away, but could not do it. “I pinched
you,” I confessed.

“Czet off my porch! How oldz”

“Twelbve.”

“Jeeze, you kids start carly.”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Lotsa bozos pinch me. It’s muh type. How'm I s'posed to remember
some kid with merit badges? Get serious. Time’s up, so long. TeH her we'dl
call you,”

“But don't call us,” 1 said, the old show-biz kiss-off.

She summoned Sluggo, who quickly showed himself. “This num-
ber’s leavin’. Show him the door.” I warted for her to put out her hand,
which she did not do.

“Well> What happened?” Beata was steaming because she’d been
excluded; an agent should be allowed to stay with the ciient.

I shrugged. I didn’t want to tell her I'd blown it with the Hartford
Pinch. “She'll call us,” was all 1 said.

Beata owned some street verbiage and used it. “VWhat'd she do? Unzip
you in there? Give you some head?”

“Jesus, Beata, can 1.

I found out later that Sluggo had overheard her crude remark and it
went straight back to Babe. Babe didn't Tike it, not at all. And they never
called about the show. T read in Variery that another guy—tail, dark—had
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the part. I thought, Screw it. It was two more months of Tallulah showing
her crotch.

But as things turned oug, I did get a summer in the country—of sorts.
‘The guy Babe hired came down with mononucleosis and took to his bed,
and I got this hurry-up call from Max saying T was to go right over to the
producers’ office and sign a contract, then [ was to go down to a Second
Avcenue rehearsal hall.

“Should I put on my blue suit?” I cracked; Beata used her vocabulary
again.

As | mentioned, the interview in her hotel suite wasn't the second
time I'd met Babe Austrian but the third. By now I'd begun to count. If
she hadn’t remembered the first time, | wondered if she’d remember the
second, the time on the Super Chief, heading west at the end of the war.
1 was a navy signalman and had been granted liberty. While I was visiting
home the A-bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and it seemed
the war in the Pacific would quickly end. But before this could happen
1 found myself stuck in a coach seat all the w ay from Chicago to the Coast.
[t promlsed to be a tedious and uncomfortable trip until I chose to visic
the club car.

50 there I am all duded up in my best pressed whites downing my
ryc-and-ginger-ale. I'm feeling hot and sharp and all man, and who do [
sce sitting across the aisle from me reading Look, with these itty-bitty shoes
and a silver fox chubby over the shoulders, but this movie blonde. |
counted back the years; only seven had passed, but though [ was now
grown up, she hadn’t changed at all. As T sat debating whether it was
appropriate to refresh her memory, she kept flipping the Look pages and
absently tagging the hem of her skirt over her kneecaps. Fvery tune she
bent forward she showed her cleavage and I knew she knew I was looking
at her and [ think she knew | knew she knew I was looking at her.

She got up, dropped the magazine in her chair, and ankled on out of
there without a look left or right, up or down. That evening, after dinner,
I went back to the club car. It was around ten-thirty and there were few
drinkers on tap. But there she was, this time reading Photoplay. The car
was swaying and | sort of let it throw me into a seat, not right next to
her but one chair away.

“Yeah,” she says to mc, “take 2 load off.” T'hen she asked me my
name and I told her. Then [ said, “I guess [ don’t have to ask yours.”

Hch heh. Oh, really? Who did I think she was? Her name, she said,
was Gladys Lillie, “but just call me ‘Glad.’ ” She came from Battle “Crick”
and was the Popped Rice heiress—"“you know, exploded out of eannons?”
Where was I going? What was my ship? What did 1 do? Like that. She
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could have been Axis Sally, but she wasnt. Neither was she “Gladys
Lillie.” But I called her “Glad” anyway. 1 told her my life story, she told
me hers, part, anyway, but longer than mine. She kept crossing and
uncrossing her legs. She had real nylons on, or maybe it was her under-
wear that made slicky sounds, and she was wearing the same perfume
as seven years before. Tigress, she said, and made a noisc like onc.
Grrrrr . .. Every time she moved her legs she moved her purse, this
grant-sized pocketbook, and every time it moved it clinked. [ was wonder-
ing what was in it that made it look so weighty and made such a noise.
By now we werc somewhere west of North Platte and she and I were
about the only passengers in the car. Finally the porter came with his little
round tray and said it was last call. We had a nighrcap. Pretty soon they
began shutting off the lights and giving us looks. The next time she moved
her purse she unclasped the flap and I took a gander inside. 1t was filled
with bottles, those miniatures they sell on planes and trains—Smirnoff and
Vat 6g and Johnnie Walker Red Label. She said it was always well when
traveling to be prepared.

“Like a Boy Scout?” 1 ventured.

“Don’t mind if 1 do,” she replied pokerfaced.

Ha ha. She was 2 card. Then she suggested that since they were
turning out the lights on us, I might care to come back to her stateroom
and have another nightcap. Maybe I'd like to change from rye to brandy,
it made 2 nice nightcap. Would 12 1 did.

The next day found me at breakfast with a minister from Indianapo-
lis. T'alk about the Reverend Davidson in Rain. T got a heavy morals
lecture with lots of hellfire and brimstone thrown in; penises were de-
signed by the Almighty for purposes of procreating and urinating only,
nothing else! I asked him if he was acquainted with “Old Lady Five-
Fingers,” but this geezer was a real coconut.

Shortly after I returned to my seat the conducter arrived with a note.

“From Miss Lillie,” he said almost in a whisper.

[ read,

Dear Charlie, it was nice meeting you as we did. Didn"t we laugh
alot? You're very smart, very. You'll go places some day. [ won’t
be able to sce you again this trip since I'm having a migraine,
they vsually last a couple of days. [ wish you well and don’t
forget, the club car’s air-conditioned. Yours truly, Gladys Lillie.

And [ didn’t even get an autograph; she hadn't signed her real name.
But I wasn't despondent for long, because when we went through the
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next tank town, there were people lined up on the station platform and
along the tracks with placards rcading “War Ended!'!” “Japs Surren-
dert!!” “Ie’s All Over!it”

Boy, I thought, was it all over.

And now, scven years later, I was about to go into rehearsal with her.
No onc could blame me for my trepidation, because even though the play
was a so-called pre-Broadway tryout, everyone concerned knew going n
that the thing was 2 stinker.

Babe was 2 tartar to work with. Being the acknowledged star, she
loftily appropriated anything good out of anybody else’s lines, if she
thought she could get a laugh with it. At one point I devised what I
believed to be a catchy piece of business with 2 bunch of flowers, and when
the director chuckled at it, she whirled on him and said, “Don’t you think
it might be funnier if 7 smelled the bouquet?” Qur director, a notorious
alkie, didn’t care if she or Garbo smelled the roses, so Babe kept my bit.
By the end of the day a distinct frosdeur had arisen between us,

We rehearsed to little avail, but there was no help for it, open we
must, and did. This was up in Connecticut, and everyone from the city
came up to see this “pre-Broadway tryout.” It was Turkey City all the
way; they were gobbling “disaster” everywhere. Babe got out her trusty
pencil and began cutting, rearranging, and rewriting. Her jokes were
corny, but she got more laughs than before. In the second act she came
on in this monster fur coat—it was monkey fur, looked more like a goriila
suit, she’d bought it out of a Paris fashion show—and when she appeared
in 1t, she brought down the house. Strictly a sight gag. She entered stage
right, stopped, got her laugh, then crossed to Ieft and lir a cigarette, then
shed the coat, handed it to me, and said to put King Kong in the hall closet
“and don’t forget to feed him.” That kind of stuff. They lapped it up.

The young actress who played the other half of the love interest was
cute and pert and we began sleeping together right off. Her name was
Jenny Burton and she simply moved into my room at the inn where we
were staying. But when Babe got word of this arrangement she didn’t like
it and made no bones about it. I stood my ground. She could steal my
Aower-smelling onstage, but offstage my life was my own. “Besides,” I
told her prophetically, “we plan to get married.”

“What're you talkin’? You just met her.”

“Haven’t you ever heard of love at first sight?”

Her fuse began to sputter. “Never mind the hell about love at first
sight or anything else, just you don't let anything get in the papers you're
shacked up with this piece-goods.”

Thereafter our relationship grew more and more icily polite. By now
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I wasn't so sure but that she remembered the Super Chief and didn’t want
to let on, which was ckay with me, since I didn’t want Jenny to get wind
of my brief relationship with the star.

It was during that initial week’s run that I mer Frank Adonis for the
first time. He’d come up to Westport to catch Babe’s show and he stuck
his head in my dressing room while [ was making up. He gave me this
maybe/maybe-not look of appraisal, then told me I was going places.
“Maybe I'll catch you in Hollywood, kiddo.” T didn’t want him to catch
me in Hollywood, I wanted him to catch me now—and sign me and make
me a goddamn star! But he shot me with his finger and was gone, whis-
tling a tune. I caught him passing my window and hollered that he’d been
whistling in my dressing room and we were in for nothing but bad luck.

I wasn't wrong, either. Qur concerted efforts would never see the
bright lights of Broadway. Yet as we continued our tour, every manage-
ment insisted we fulfill our obligations, and because of Babe’s name we
played to packed houses at every performance. Even the blue-haired mati-
nec ladies tittered at the risqué lines she had interpolated into the script,
and some of her ad libs brought down the house. We never, any of us,
lost track of the fact that we were on a stage with the famous Babe
Austrian.

When we traveled, the rest of the cast, myself included, went by bus
or train, while Babe rode alone in her car, always with the trusty Sluggo
at the wheel and with her little Chihuahua, Tiny, in her lap. Everywhere
we played, it was a scandat among the theatre apprentices that the star was
doing it with her chauffeur, which managed to add a certamn frisson to
what was otherwise a boring, in fact embarrassing, tour. Only once or
twice did she allow her reserve to break down. It was just hello, good
morning, good night, have a nice day off, and that was about it. Everyone
called her “Miss Austrian,” including myseif, who'd known her more
intimately. She never mingled, either with the cast or the backstage crews,
never gave a party, ncver bought anyone a token good-luck present.
Never let her hair down—except once.

Passing her dressing-room door one night, I glanced in and saw her
at her makeup rable, staring into the mirror at herself. Her robe was partly
open and those major boobs were hanging out. Without looking at me she
extended a hand to halt me; then, covering herself, she asked me to come
in. “Sit down,” she said, “take a load off. You know, you're preity funny
out there. I ought to squash you like a bug, but I let you have your head.
You know why? There’s only one star in a show, but the star’s got to have
support. The better the support, the better the star; the better you are, the
better I am, get it?”



46 ALL THAT GLITTERS

I said I got it, and soon we were getting along better. She wasn't so
bad, when you got to know her. Problems—sbe had problems, hke all
those ladies, wanting love and acting neurotic as hell. She needed someone
around to talk to, to make her laugh, tell her she was terrific. [ did all three.
[t wasn’t so hard; she was rerrific, after her fashion. She started writing
this play about an older star and a young man—said we'd take 1t to
Broadway, her and me. I suggested she write in a part for Jenny. That
was the end of that.

One night, in the middle of a scene, a very Lubitschy one—Babe and
I were supposed to be dancing and drinking champagne—she dropped
her glass and swooned outright in my arms. 1 stood there staring blankly
at the audience with this dead weight hanging on me, while the stupefied
stage manager merely goggled. I hauled Babe to the couch, where she lay
softly moaning and clutching her abdomen, then [ hustied offstage and
rang down the curtain.

She was suffering an appendicitis attack and was in need of immedi-
ate attention. She couldn’t walk, but lay there sweating on the sofa until
a hastily summoned ambulance carted her off to the focal hospital. The
rest of the cast went back onstage; the wardrobe girl read Babe’s role,
tendering one of the more interesting performances of a fermme fatale
known to the American theatre.

We were scheduled to end the tour over in the Poconos, but due to
Babe’s unexpected surgery, we found ourselves back in New York before
the end of August. [ started pounding the pavements, occasionally with
Jenny Burton at my side. This was in the days of “making rounds,” going
to cach casting office and putting in your bid for a part, making sure they
had your résumé and pictures. By the time September was out, Babe
Austrian and surnmer stock were things of the dim past; Jenny had moved
in with mc on West Thirteenth Street; we were going to be the new Lunt
and Fontanne. Before long things began to break for me. Max Hollywood
landed me a part, I was seen by an important casting person, was sent to
be interviewed by an even more important Hollywood figure, and pretty
soon I was on my way west, Jenny went, too, not just for the ride: we
were Mr. and Mrs. Lunt by then.

If my troubles seemed to be ending, Babe’s seemed to be just begin-
ming—medically, anyway. We read that she was going into Harkness
Pavilion for tests. The papers hinted that she was having the whote thing
tucked, but I got it straight from our director that she was having female
problems and that her ovaries were being ofted. It was hysterectomy time
for Babe Austrian.
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When I was still a toddler, I learned to tell my right hand from my left
by my mother’s dressing-table drawers. “Get me my red dotred scarf out
of my lefthand drawer,” she'd say, or “Bring me my pocketbook from my
righthand drawer.” In similar fashion I identify past years from the
women in Frank’s life: he had a date with Cora Sue Brodsky on the night
the stock market crashed, he was sceing Babe Austrian in 1930, he brought
her out to California in the winter of 1932 and was her more or less constant
companion until around 1938 {excluding several amorous interludes with
Claire Regrett), when Babe took to the road with her drums (and |
pinched her in the parade). Then, just before Pearl Harbor, he met
Frances Deering of the Seattle lumber Deerings, and marricd her in 1942
after a whirlwind courtship. But ife with Frances was no bed of roses. For
another husband she probably would have made a perfectly good wife—
for a magnate, a captain of industry—but not for Frankie Adonis. Frances
was smooth as Parian marble, and just as chill, awf’lly Upper Bryn Mawr,
and she ran a taut ship. Her mock-Tudor house on Rockingham in Brent-
wood was neat in the way a muscum is neat, everything kept under glass,
including her spouse.

Not surprisingly, it wasn't long before Frank started straying, taking
up first with Belinda Carroll, who held the inside track until the carly
fifties, when he began a sketchy affair with Belinda's best friend, Angie
Brown, whom he most likely would have married if he'd ever been able
to get free of Frances. Except that in the early sixties along came Miss
UCLA, April Rains—four years, no more, for that one, though it almost
sent him around the bend—and then nothing serious until the last years,
when he and Belinda finally got back together. And Belinda, having been
really crazy about Frankie since she was a kid, now couldn’t make up ber
mind; then when she did, he got himself shot. But that’s another story.

Babe, Claire, Frances, Belinda, Angie, April, [ count six; that's almost
one and a half per decade of Frank’s entire adult life. It sort of makes me
wonder how he fitted them all in.

When Jenny and I arrived in Hollywood we booked in at the Villa
Lorraine, 2 hotel on the Sunset Strip where many New York actors stayed
while doing a picture. We came in the spring and it was really Southern
California weather, clear skics, warm sun, people in shorts and sandals.
You expected to see Alice Faye and Tony Martin out for a stroll, or maybe
Robert Taylor and Barbara Stanwyck horseback riding along the old
Beverly Hills bridle path. We went to a sneak preview in Studio City—
it was Jimmy Dean in Rebel Without a Cause—and we were standing in
the lobby after the screening when a woman came flying out crying, “A
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star 1s born! A star is born!” She was Ann Warner, wifc of Jack, and she
was right. We guessed that’s how it always happened in Hollywood. We
stopped to chat with a group, one of whom was Jimmy Dean’s agent, Dick
Clayton (Jimmy wasn’t there), and when the group broke up 1 got a
friendly wave from a famihar figure: it was Frankie Adonis.

When I'd met him in Westport when T was with Babe's show, he'd
predicted I was gomg places. So? Here I was, ready to see my name in
lights, but if he meant to do anything to ensure that, [ hadn’t heard a word
about it. Still, to be a client of the Adonis Agency was a cherished hope,
and I was theirs for the asking. Anyway, after a brief exchange (Babe was
right, Frances was hike the Polar Cap), as a parting shot Frank said, “You'll
be hearing from me, kidde.” Jenny was thrilled, but I told her that was
all Hollywood talk, it didn’t mean a thing.

I'd hate to hang for as long as it took me to hear from Frank. It
happened, though. I pulled up ar the stoplight at Doheny and Santa
Monica one day (the same interscetion where one day many years later
I would see Llizabeth Taylor in her Rolls-Rovce heading west, and Rich-
ard Burton in his Rolls-Rovee heading north, both talking on the tele-
phonc 1n their respective cars—one assumed, to each other—as they
waited for the light to change), and I heard my name bawled out {we
didn’t have car phones in those days). It was, of course, Frank, and in his
passenger seat sat nonc other than Sir Laurence Olivier, to whom, in
Frank’s cool fashion, he introduced me.

“Listen, kiddo,” he shouted across Sir Laurence, “wby don't you
follow us to my office and I'll sign you up, whaddya say?”

Nonplussed, § blinked and nodded. Within the hour I was a client
of the Adonis Actors Agency, and Frank was my agent for the next
sixteen years.

At the time Jenny and | were still parked at the Villa Lorraine, and
it was I'rank who dug us up our first Hollywood apartment. Someone
owed him a “favor,” and since a tenant was moying out, and Frank’s girl
at the time, Angic Brown, was sall living on the premises, we found
ourselves on North Cadman Terrace, lessees of a one-bedroom domicile
with one garage. My car got dirty, a lot.

QOur building, though spacious, had only six units, very chic, done in
California Regency—putty beige, black and white, understated elegance
with lots of dentil moldings, bull’s-eye windows, and a eouple of good
French lead statues. 'The front, or more spacious, quarters were known
by the tenants as the Grand ‘I'rianon, while the back studio apartments
over the garages were known as the Petit Trianon, separated by an un-
paved alley where the trash cans were kept. These alleys were the kind
that crisscross behind all the apartment dwellings in that section of Bev-
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erly Hills—except that where we were, on North Cadman, wasnt B.H.;
we were B.B.H., Barely Beverly Hills. You could say you were Beverly
Hills but technicaily you weren't.

Floyd Judson and Marie, his wife, a team of psychologists, lived
downstairs in the front; upstairs was a hard-of-hearing duffer whose bath-
room was directly behind our bedroom, and when we were in bed we
could hear him splashing around in his tub—"the bather,” we called him.
Elsewhere in the small complex was an assortment of types, including a
Mocambo “hat-chick” girl named Fern, and a talented young actress
under contract to Warners, and her untalented newtywed husband. In the
back, over the alley, were two studio apartments, cach occupied by a
colorful tenant. The north apartment was inhabited by a terrific-looking
tootsie; sure, Angie probably looked to most people Iike one more Holly-
wood bottled blande, but you can belicve me, she was special. Movie fans
may recall her as Angelina Brown, one more pretry Columbia starier who
didn't make it. Bur, then, in Hollywood there arc ways and ways. She’d
had a whirl at the movies ten years carlier, had given it all up to marry
Eddie LaStarza, the Most Famous Baseball Player in the World, had a
deep sexy voice and figure to match, wore Don Loper clothes, and did
some modeling on the side, while her son by the MEBPITW went to a
military academy. Like Frankie, she came of Jralian stock and she main-
tained a gorgeous figure—she had the greatest pair of legs since Betty
Grable, was in fact a good friend of Betty's; they occasionally played
poker together. She always had a tan; her hair was the color of cornsilk,
but out of a bottle: the roots were often darkly telltale. And she had
cheekbones to rival Colbert’s.

By this time Frank had been married to Iceberg Frances for a dozen
years; things hadn't worked out well, but she wasn’t about to divorce him
—rnor did he seem particularly to want a divorce. That dilemma would
come later, with April. But just then, in the mid-fiftics, he was happy
secing Angic; he kept her tucked away, and if people knew about the
relationship, they weren’t saying much. There seemed to be some kind of
gentlemen’s agreement where Angic was concerned, not to involve her
publicly or link her in print with Frank’s name.

It’s logical and fitting that Angie should have becn on that extensive
list of Hollywood beautics being “squired” about town by Frankie Ado-
nis, but she wasn't called “The Mother of Us AIl” for nothing. Angie was
great of heart, profoundly wise in a way some women do well to be wisc,
sympathetic and understanding. She took a very wry view of life, not
jaundiced, just ironic. She had pushed her talent as far as it would go and
she knew it; smart lady, after co-starring opposite Ross Hunter in a
Columbia B flick, she “retired.”
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These days Angie was moonlighting.“She’d got a job singing in a
West Hollywood nightspot called the Trey Deuces. She didn’t know it
then, but it was Frankic who'd stopped by and held parley with the
proprictor, who, after some “persuasion” and having his palm well crossed
with silver, auditioned Angie and hired her. She sang two shows a night
and kept her Loper job, too. But she didn't move out of the Petit 'T'rianon
—said she couldn’t bear to be away from Dore.

This guy Dore lived in the other studio apartment, and 1if Belinda
Carroll was Angie's best girlfriend, her best “boy”friend was her nexe-
door neighbor. Dore Skirball was the house character, and his relationship
with Angie was a warm and abiding one; indeed, they were friends to the
bitter end. Dore loved Angie like—well, a sister, I suppose. He'd had a
sister once; she’d died in a car crash, and he looked on his gorgeous
neighbor as a kind of substitute. Dore loved to chatter, so did Angie, but
Angic was a good listener, too; 1 think this s one reason they got on so
well. His campy, bawdy jokes and outragcous behavior kept her in tears,
and they seemed to send and reccive on the same wavelength. Many’s the
night when we were trying to get to sleep after an evening, and me with
an early call, Jenny and | would hear those two laughs ringing out from
across the alley into the wee hours.

Something more should probably be said about this character, Dore
Skirball, a.k.a. Dore Oddball and Dore Screwball, both of which epithets
were, to say the Ieast, fitting. Dore was “family.” You couldn’t help liking
him, though not everything about him was likable. Despite his outrageous
behavior, his desire to shock, his need to attract attention, his giddy
frivolity and love of luxury, underneath all the glitz he was solid and sober,
sharp as a tack, sometimes even wise as an owl.

In his time he'd been a jack-of-all-trades, a crack fighter pilot with
three Jap planes to his credit and medals which he almost never acknowl-
edged, a piano player {once the accompanist of a famous singer), and he
had a sketchy danee background, having once studied with Martha Gra-
ham. He'd fnally settled on an antique business because he’d known
period furniture all his life, had picked it up in museums and gallerics
during his travels, and he knew a cabriole from a gateleg, a pompadour
from a duchesse brisée.

Dore hadn’t spoken to cither of his parents for years (they didn't
approve of his lifestyle), and he had no living hrothers or sisters, but he
was beloved of an aunt who lived in the town of Torreon, just across the
state line near Yuma. Aunt Bobbie kept a chicken ranch there and ran a
roadside stand specializing in “Aunt Bob’s Ribs and Chicken,” and ac-
cording to Dore, she was the only relative he really gave a damn ahour.
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He wrote her faithfully and remembered her birthday and Christmas with
lavish if inappropriate gifts—one year an expensive negligee with maribou
trim, another year a Georgian silver wine cooler that set him back hun-
dreds. The woman ncither drank nor entertained, but she used it to cool
her Dr. Pepper. Dore was “different”—a lot diffcrent, especially back in
the uptight fifties. Gay as pink ink, and you cither liked him or you didn't,
take your pick.

He was often misunderstood, people were frequently offended by his
flambovance, but he didn’t care. *“T'ake me as I am, ducks, hecause that’s
the only way you'll get me,” he scemed to say. He wasn’t arrogant, he
wasn't above 1t all, he simply made no bones about life, and if he caused
pain and trouble for himself, he was prepared to face the consequences.

Having lost his shirt in his antique business due to an unethical
partner, he was currently working for an upholsterer employed by all the
top decorators in town. He was also a chef of note. e loved co bake, called
himself “Betty Crocked,” and he was that a lot of the time, for when he
baked there was always a shot of vodka in a tumbler at his elbow. e was
generous with his time, his abilities, and his talent, and he possessed that
rare gift that Nocl Coward employed to denigrate his own considerable
powers, “a talent to amuse.” Dore’s was no small talent. He was outra-
geous, he was charming, he was witty, and, first, last, and always, he was
funny. He had framed the famous Life shot of Gloria Swanson in evening
gown with cigarette holder posing amid the ruins of the Roxy theatre.
Below it he had written the caption: *“They should have left the theatre
and torn Gloria down.” Even when in the dumps and wanting to cut his
throat, he could find something to joke about (often himself), even if it
was gallows humor. It was what got him through, he said. Once he stuck
his head in the oven, gas on, thinking to kiss the world goodbyc, but when
Angie found him and called the fire department, who brought him back
from the brink of the abyss, as he came to and saw a uniformed fireman
in the doorway, all he could say was “Get the name and phone number,
ducks, and find me something pretty to put on.”

In addition, his taste was impeccable, if a trifle exquise, His apartment
—a onc-room studio with bath and pullman kitchen—sparkled with mir-
rored screens, white-painted fake brick, whitewashed ceiling beams,
blcached and pickled shutters, deep slipper chairs done in a natural linen
stripe, the floor covered in coco matting. In 1956 Dore Skirball was far
ahead of his time in matters of décor. A small mirrored bar was crammed
with glittering crystal and silver, and a surrounding mural executed by a
friend, ersatz Venetian scenes with white monkeys cavorting across
painted panels, hung on the linen white walls.
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He also had a pair of goldfish in a bowl on the piano, whose names
were pronounced “Sy-philis” and “Gon-oria” and who had been given
to him by no less a personage than Claire Regrett, for whom he’d done
a quantity of decorating on the side and whom he referred to as “Miss
Clutch” when she wasn’t present. It was of Claire that Dore had con-
ceived the remark ““[o really know her you have to read between the
lines in her face.” He uscd to be in and out of her house all the time. He
loved telling wicked stories about her and her studs, the real dish, and
you knew he couldn’t be making it up, not 2 word. Like the time she
met a marine gunnery sergeant at a USO party, took him home, sncaked
him into the house, and kept him locked in her bedroom until the Shore
Patrol came and hauled him away and gave him a general court-martial
and six months at hard labor. (Brown Derby wags said they’d rather
take the six months in the stockade than a weck locked in Claire’s bed-
room.} Or the time she laid out a grand buffet whose centerpiece was
two huge blue tins of Persian caviar, and when one famous guest al-
lowed as how she might have some, the serving attendant said, “Oh no,
Miss Hellman, those cans are both empty. She just puts them out for
show.” Or how her sense of ctiquette dictated the use of place cards in
little silver holders when there were only four guests for dinner; the
way she called a napkin a “serviette,” curtains “drapes,” and a house 2
“home"—"Thank you so much for visiting us at our lovely ‘home,’ bless
you, darling”—attempted her shaky French on Italian waiters, “studied”
Romeo and Juliet every morning until she could more or less recite the
baleony scene, then cadged the great Olivier into playing opposite her
in her living room; how she picked out a dress at Don Loper’s, then
bought everything to match, creating symphonies of chartrcuse, cerise;
how she sent illuminated copies of the “Desiderata” to everyone at
Christmas, then collected themn again and sent themn the next year as well
—*“These words have so much meaning to me, I hope you may find
something among them as well, bless you darling and a Merry-Merry
Happy-Happy.” How she spent half her life at a desk replying to rail
in her own hand, on her famous amethyst stationery, scribbling scrib-
bling away, with no sign of writer's ¢law; how she ran a mail depot out
of her garage and entertained her fan club at a yearly gala when she
gave a conducted tour of the premises wearing suit, high heels, hat, bag,
and gloves. One day when she encountered Dore before going to a
lunch, dolled up to the nines with furs, gloves, jewcls, hankie, and asked
him “How do I look?,” Dore replied, “Go back upstairs and take off any
three things.”

They were always having little spats, “lovers’ quarrels,” Dore called
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them; Claire would get mad and begin throwing whatever came to hand,
and sometimes Dore would come back with cuts or bruises. Bur on the
occasions when they were speaking he’d go out to her house and try on
her latest headgear, her Walter Florells, her Lily Daché’s, her John Fred-
erickses. She must have had a hat collection in the hundreds, and it was
from Claire that Dore got a lot of his drag: beaded dresses, fur pieces,
gloves, wigs, and those anklestrap shoes she loved and madc famous. Claire
indulged him because he was a great convenience to her; he’d do anything
she asked and she kept him busy waiting hand and foot on her. He was
enslaved to her stardom but he didn’t care. Who else was as close to such
a luminary, and if he had hitched his wagon to a star, that was his business,
wasn't it? He could get mad at her, too: “Look up ‘bitch’ in the dictio-
nary,” he said to Jenny one day, “you’ll find her picture.” And “She’s the
only witch who rides around on a whisk broom.”

Once, when [ was working opposite her on a TV show, 1 asked Dare
for a message to give her and he said, “Tell the bitch that Wendy says
grow up!” It was all too much, of course, but, then, everything about Dore
was too much. Then came the grear falling out and they were no longer
speaking. He never said what had happened, but he was sorely hurt and
disappointed and he never mentioned her much anymere, and after that
he moved away and it was a long time before anybody found out exactly
what had happened to cause the rift. All we knew was that just when Dorc
had his act going hot, she sent her car and driver around to collect all the
dresses, shoes, and other drag he'd acquired from her over the years. Dore
just dumped them mto the alley and let the driver scurry around in the
dust retrieving them,

Dore was not only a man of parts but a talented performer as well,
and occasionally he appeared at the Trey Deuces, the boite along Santa
Monica Boulevard where Angie sang. There he rendered his impressions,
not only of stars he was acquainted with such as Claire, but of other
famous screen legends as well, Davis, Hepburn, Marilyn, Luise Rainer.
Generally recognized as far more than just another female impersonator,
he went in for a full characterization, looked for the mannerisms to punch
up, and he was Dbrilliant at voices. Therc was something almost uncanny
about his vocal mimicry of Marilyn, a little trick he did with his voice that
made his impersonation both telling and ridiculous, both a parody and 2
personal comment on Marilyn’s childlike vulnerability. And though he’d
never met her, he had Babe Austrian whittled down to 2 fine point in
terms of voice, gesture, and mannerisms. Babe was his real heroine; he
loved hearing Jenny and mec tell stories about our summer’s tour with her,
and he incorporated many of her lines into his everyday conversation as
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well as his act. “Get off my porch” and “Take a load off” became almost
as much his as hers.

His dream, of course, was one day to meet Babe face to face, to have
her come and watch his act. Fle even pleaded with Angie to persuade
Frankie Adonis to bring her to the club, but it was no soap—at first. Babe
didn’t favor men who took her off. Then, since no one seemed able to
oblige Dore with a meeting, it occurred to me that I might be instrumental
in arranging one. One day, after a business lunch with Frank and an
[talian producer who might “have something™ for me, as we were saying
goodbye in the parking lot Frank handed over to me a manila cnvelope
with a script he'd forgotten to deliver. The envelope had Babe Austrian’s
name on it and he asked if I'd drop it by the Sunset Towers—"just leave
it with the doorman.”

I hightailed it home and shouted across the alley to Dore; in two
minutes we two were heading across town to keep a fated rendezvous,
carting aleng a couple of corrugated cartons from the trash cans, which
Dore was busy emblazoning with stickers reading

FOR MISS BABE AUSTRIAN—FRAGILE—DFELIVER BY HAND ONLY

Often as I'd passed that famous Heollywood landmark, the Sunset
Towers, I'd never put a foot inside, and was fascinated at the prospect of
sceing it. When we pulled up in front we jumped out as if we were on
a life-or-death mission, leaving the car for the doorman to deal with, only
to be halted at the reception desk. I introduced myself as Mr. Adonis’s
“personal assistant,” while Dore was my “personal assistant,” carrying a
shipment of expensive Austrian glassware for—who else?—Miss Austrian.
I said we were expected.

When the guy sat down at the switchboard, we sprinted for the
clevator, and the door closed on his angry orders to come back.

Ubpstairs, the door was opened by a black woman in full alpaca
uniform, cap, and apron, looking like one of Babe’s colored maids from
her early movies. This, I knew, was the famous Sugar May, a kind of
benign Louise Beavers who talked darky talk and held the door wide while
we trooped in with our deliveries.

Dore stood in the middle of the room gawking at the decor, and 1
inquired as to the whereabouts of Sugar May’s mistress.

“Miss Babc, she at the track,” Sugar May informed me. I asked if [
might be permitted to use the telephone. The instrument was pomted out
to me, a small room off the hallway, mirrored all to hell, with its own baby
chandelier, some framed prints along French hines—lots of lace, garters,
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flufty beds, pink tits, and cunning crotches. Pretending to place a call, I
afterward made believe T had “Mr. Adonis” on the line.

“I'm sorry, sir, Miss Austrian is at Hollywood Park but is expected.
Shall we wait, sir? Very good, sir, we'll do that, Miss Austrian’s maid-of-
all-work is with us.”

Sugar May chortled at this, saying, ““I 1s mo’ like the maid of #no work
round here. Yawl wants coffee while yvou’s waitin’?”

Before long Dore and I were sitting in the kitchen, klatsching away
with the hired help. Dore was in hog heaven and we were langhing so
hard that no one heard the foyer door open.

“Sugar May? What the hell are these damn boxes doin” on my rug?”

Sugar May grimaced at us. “Missus be home carly. Yawl best come
along.”

She lumbered out of the kitchen, we following at her heels to face
an indignant Missus.

“T'hese mens done bought you's stuff,” said Sugar May cheerfully.

“Stuff? What stuff? And what the hell are they doin’ sittin’ in the
kitchen?” Babe demanded.

“They was havin’ theys coffee while they wuz waitin’,” was Sugar’s
eruthful reply.

Before Bahe could say anything, I stepped forward. “Hello there,”
I began, “remember me?”

She eyed me closely. “What the hell are you doin” up here? I thought
vou were in pictures. You a delivery hoy?”

I explained that I had brought a script from Frankic. “Dore, come
say hello to Miss Austrian.” Dore moved slowly and dreamily toward her,
mumbling that he was happy to make her acquaintance. Babe shot me 2
look as if to ask what kind of contraption this was. “Dore’s an impression-
ist,” I volunteered. “le was anxious to mect you.”

“Dying,” Dore croaked.

“Pleased ta meetcha, dear,” she said politely. “Now, get off my porch,
will ya, I gotta hie down, my skull’s killin” me. I lost a bundle.”

As she started across the room | hurried after her.

“Dore has a terrific act. He does you. Frank’s seen him. Tbey’d be
pleased if you'd come sec the show.”

“Freebies,” Dore added.

She glared at him, then at me. “Look, sonny, Frank and 1 don’t agree
on a lot of things. And I don’t go out in public, Frank knows that. Leave
the script on the desk there. And thanks.”

She disappeared into the recesses of her bedroom, where 1 glimpsed
a large bed on a dais, upholstered in white satin, witb a plumed baldaquin
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and lots of swagged gauze. When I returned to the living room Dorc was
still gazing around at the conglomeration of furniture and bibelots. Babe’s
taste in furniture and decor was not for everyone; in fact it was for damn
few, we had to agree. I settled for placing the envelope in 2 prominent
position in the center of the French bureau plat.

“What 1s this stuff?”” I asked Dore, never sure of my periods. “Louis
the Fifreenth or louis the Sixteenth?”

“Louis the Hotel, dear,” came Dore’s reply. He showed his teeth to
Sugar May as we cxited. “You may keep the cartons, ducks,” he told her.

No one got a bigger kick out of Dore’s antics and imitations than Frank
Adonis. Recently things were beginning to get to him; not just Holly-
wood, not just his unhappy marriage, not just the effort he put forth daily,
masterminding the intricacies of over 2 dozen high-priced carcers, dealing
with the delicate temperaments of the likes of Claire Regrett and Belinda
Carroll, as well as Babe herself. He was having other troubles. These,
however, he kept well hidden behind the suave, man-about-town fagadc
he’d been showing the world for years—hidden cven from me, with
whom he’d shared a lot in a relatively short time.

Anyway, Frank kept corming around, taking Angie out to one night-
spot or another. And frequently, when the door opened, he'd find not only
Angic but Dore as well, all got up for his amusement as Babe, wearing
somcthing black and sheer, or Marilyn, in her white pleated Seven-Year
Itch dress, or whoever he’d decided to be that night. In fact, more than
once Frankie saw one or another of the many delivery boys who arrived
with liquor, cigarettes, or groceries floored after being greeted by the
ersatz “Babe™ or “Marilyn” or “Bette,” convinced they were actually in
the presence of the real thing.

Having met Babe in person, Dore wanted more than ever to have her
sec his club act, and 1 approached Frank on the subject. Surprisingly
enough, he seemed perfectly willing and said that somehow he’d manage
to haul Babe over to the Trey Deuces onc night to take in the act. “Leave
it to me, kid.” He figured she’d ger a laugh out of it—not like Miss Clutch.

I wasn't in town when this encounter took place, but I heard about
it later. By now Dore was really packing the joine, especially on weekends,
and Frank reserved a table for himself and Babe. Apparently Dore gave
his all thar night, and when he came on therc was an extra buzz of
excitement in the room, since Babe had been spotted in a corner, hiding
behind her shades. She, however, sat like a bump on a log, never applaud-
ing, never cracking a smile, never a pecp. After a while Dore attempted
to acknowledge her presence.
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“How’ma doin’, hon?" asked the stage Babe of the real one.

“Lousy,” came the reply from across the room. “Somebody get the
hook.”

“Dear me,” said Dorc without missing a beat, “I'm glad you came,
Miss A, but I wish you'd left your hostilities in the toilet.”

“Get off my porch, sister,” Babe called back, then tried to get up, only
to fall back in her seat. She was plotzed, and Frank, fearing worse was to
come, got her up again and hustled her out through a side entrance.

Dore was crushed, and { heard zll about it the day I came back from
location, when he thanked me for trying and mentioned how touched he
was by Frank's note of apology. After that you didn’t hear him mention
Babe anymore, and somehow the fun went out of the thing. Even then,
he didn’t take Babe out of his repertoire; he was too cagey for that.

Shortly after this, Dore celebrated his birthday and we werc all
invited to a special performance at the Trey Deuces, which, as it turned
out, was also to be his closing show. Recently he’d received some glowing
notices in one of the trade newspapers and had been offered a booking at
a Key West club called Coconuts, so he was packing up his trunks and
hitting the road with all his “ladies” in tow.

From time to time Jenny and 1 would gera postcard from him, “Wish
you were here and I were there,” *“This is the land of milk and honey and
I'm milking them, honey™; like that. We did miss him.

Then the old world took a couple of wacky spins, and when 1t
stopped I found myself a man of several changes. Alas for the Trianons,
Grand or Petit, the place seerned to empty itself, and 1n the space of a year
most of the old faces were no more. Angie had a quarrel with the landlord
and was first to leave; next was our aged friend behind our bed, “the
bather.” Also went Fern, who decided to marry one of her many beaux,
and, most unexpected, Dore Likewise threw in the towel. After six months
he'd come home again, saying that the road was not for him, but before
he could get himself relaunched in Hollywood, he got a call from his Aunt
Bob, the one with the chicken farm outside Yumna; apparently she was il
and needed him to help her run the place for a while, and, being Dore,
off he went to the desert to nide herd on a fock of chickens.

Jenny and I were the last of the old bunch to abandon North Cadman
Place, but this was no time to be sad abour leaving. I was experiencing a
distinct pick-up of career, with a relative rise in salary per picture, so
Jenny began combing the hills above the Strip for a house. She found one
haifway up a charming, winding, palm-lined street—two bedrooms, with
a glamorous night view of the city grid. There was neither pool nor room
for one, but that was all right—we managed with a small fishpond under
a ginkgo tree, two dogs, and a cat.
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Every major career has its ups and downs, 1t’s part of show business, and
when you're the kind of superstar that Babe was, it wasn’t easy to maintain
cither momentum or cquilibrium. Shirley "Vemple’s movie span was a
bricf eight years, if that, whereas Babe was still going strong in the 1970s.
But therc were those times when she had to take up the trap drums or find
some other clever gimmick to keep herself in the public eye. For a while
she’d become the “Prune Juice lady”—everyone remembers those ads, a
svelte Babe in a clinging gown holding up a glass of juice, with a balloon
coming out of her mouth saying, “I have a happy morning because I drink
Purefroot Prune Juice,” the implication being that prunes were a laxative
and kept her plumbing in perfect working order.

By the time the forties rolled around she’d done her last Metro films
(Broadway Melody of 1942 and Millie from Piccadilly in 1943} and had gone
back to the scene of her earlier triumphs, AyanBce, to make the first of
her Technicolor pictures, Peaches and Cream, Mademoiselle de Paree, and
her Iast for a while, USO Giri. One of those Hollywood all-star spectacu-
lars, 1t was the bomb of all bombs and it effectively finished her off, at least
for a time. She announced herself as “retired”; then the next thing we
knew the U.S. government was announcing that Babe Austrian would
undertake a tour of the European theatre of operation as a real-life USO
girk.

When she came back home, one of the last entertainers to return from
the front, the war was over and she had recovered some of her former
popularity. She recorded an album of her hits—*Windy City Blues” and
“Get Off My Porch” were two favorites—and she began doing clubs, She
opened in Miami at the Eden Roc and was one of the first world-beaters
to appear in Vegas at the Frontier Hotel. But as the years went by, Babe
was yet again becoming a shopworn angel, and by 1958 she was pretty
much tarnished goods. Even Winchell was referring to her as a “Gone-
bye Girl,” while others were proclaiming that she really was box-ofhee
poison. Luckily Frank was sull her agent, and negative thinking like
Winchell's only acted as a goad to Frankie.

In the old days there used to be a joke around the business: Frankie
Adonis never took things lying down but Babe Austrian always did (big
laff). Both were serappers, both could take it as well as dish it out, and
neither was a quitter. Whar followed, therefore, in the colorful career of
Bzbe Austrian came not as 2 matter of course, but as the result of hard
work on Frank’s part, as well as some shrewd maneuvering. There was
all this talk that Babe was slipping; talk she’d slipped; talk that she was
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washed up. One month, in her fan-magazine column, Parsons took Babe
to task in a typical Open Letter to a star in need of chastisement. (“What
Can You Be Thinking Of, Ann Dvorak®” was onc of Lolly’s choicer
items, a spanking 1n print because Ann had been turning down parts and
quarreling with her studio.) This letter of Lolly’s was entitled “Quo
Vadis, Babe Austrian?” and it went:

“Dear Babe, Whatever is happening to vou these days? That's the
question your many fans want to have answered. Whither goes thou,
Babe? After saving our famous relic, AyanBee Studios, and making them
more money than they’d seen in vears, after adding to the everlasting
glory of Leo the Lion in that too too funny Marx fellows picture, and now
suddenly we have this parade of stinkeroos. What can you have been
thinking of by doing Son ¢f @ (Gun? And what can Frankie Adonis be
thinking of, letting you appear in such a dud? If that’s a comedy I'm 2
monkey’s aunt!”

The letter went on in this vein, exhorting Babe to find 2 suitable
script and get her act together: millions of people were just sitting and
waiting for her to make them laugh again. What Lolly had not known at
the time, nor had her colleague and rival, Hedda, wus that even as the Fat
One was typing out her letter, Frank Adonis had been doing just that:
finding a good script for Babe. Sticking his neck way out, he was about
to launch his own personal production, to star Babe in what was to
become the classic Camellia.

Louella might well have wondered where Frank was going to get the
money to fnance such a move, but Frank wasn’t telling. It wasn’t to
long, however, before the news leaked out that he intended financing his
picture in a co-production deal between some Mexican gamblers and some
of his Vegas fricnds, including Al “Vegas™ da Prima and da Prima’s pal
“Ears” Satriano. I'here was a hitch in the proceedings, though—an “un-
fortunate” death aboard da Prima’s yacht, anchored off Ensenada, where
he and some of the boys had been whooping it up with a covey of girls
from Gina’s in ‘Tijuana.

Da Prima’s current light-o’-love was nonc other than Babe’s stand-in,
Patsy Doyle, who'd been running for Congress with the boys for some
time. There was a fracas aboard the vacht, and the unlueky Patsy caught
a bullet. Her body got washed up on Rosarita Beach, while the yache
hightailed it beyond the twelve-mile limit. Nobody paid much attention
until the dizzy Louella came up with the garbled rumor that it wasn’t
really Patsy who'd been shot, but Babe herself. When Frank heard chis he
merely laughed, reininding everyone that Babe was at that moment more
than three thousand mules awav, in South America. Louella was obliged
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to eat her column for breakfast. But then she turned around and stung
Frank’s behind, charging that he was the one who'd deliberately started
the rumor in the first place and that he’d done it as a cheap bid for some
badly needed publicity to boost Babe’s sagging career.

Ever one to take potshots at Lolly, Hedda declared the whole thing
a tempest in a teapot; she had the real scam: not only was Babe a continent
away from the scene of the crime, but she was romantically involved with
the Peruvian Tin King, Congon “Rollo” de Hualada, with whom she was
currently whooping it up down in Buenos Aires.

The movie business rejoiced that Babe hadn’t been the victim but,
rather, her lowly stand-in, just another Hollywood trollop who'd got it
through the heart with an Itairan Biretra. Peroxide tootsies like Patsy were
a dime 2 dozen, but ro lose Babe Austrian and have her body washed up
among the sand crabs, even though her career had been heading for
Endsville—weli, nobody wanted to see her go down the tubes. 'The unfor-
tunate Patsy was buried near Calicnte, where she loved to play the ponies,
and 1s remembered mainly for her appearance among thirty other blonde
chorines in a little opus called Moonlight and Pretzels, which hit the screens
back in 34.

Maybe Frank #ad actually begun the rumor; [ wouldn't have put it
past him. By fair means or foul, a healthy boost was what he intended to
give Babe's career, though few knew then, as few know now, exactly how
far he was willing to go to make it all pay off for Babe. You might say
it had becomne a mania with him—that her star that had shone so brightly
for so long should continue shining undimmed. And there was no doubt
that she was badly in need of some rethinking. The aging process is
generally accepted as being far more cruel on the female of the species
than on the male, and this certainly was true for Babe, as for any other
Hollywood sex symbol. Her career had been floundering, and it was a
measure of Frank’s entrepreneurial shrewdness that he erased her from the
scene at precisely the moment when such a removal was most appropriate,
then returned her to the scene at an equally opportune moment.

However Frankie managed it, there was a media “leak,” noting that
Babe Austrian had been seen several times in Buenos Aires being squired
about by this Sr. Cong¢on de Hualada, and later visiting some of the hill
villages whose narrow thoroughfares she ncgotiated in 2 white Rolls-
Royce, a vehicle hardly likely to obscure her presence south of the border.

Speculation and wonderment again became rife as the old image of
Babe Austrian suddenly took on a whole new aura. She was no longer the
shopworn article the press had been making her out to be—passé, full-
blown, even tarnished—but, rather, some striking, elusive creature whose
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voice and intonations were the more precious for having been lost to us
for a period; a national treasure, the more highly to be cherished because
she had lately been treated so indifferently, cast off like an old shoc.

Babe certainly was having a time of it with her Tin King, and the
press had a field day. Her swain lapped up the headlines gladly, seemingly
bent on kecping their names and pictures in the papers. They called him
“Rollo” of the Argentine, and the “Calf of the Pampas,” suitable epithets,
both. No beauty, Rollo was short and plump, he had a little twist of a
mustache, and he enjoyed bowing and kissing ladies’ hands, Alphonse and
Gaston rolled up in one. (Maude Antrim was heard to say that he looked
like a cross between a May Company floorwalker and Thomas E. Dewey.)
It was reported that in one month he’d sent Babe over seven thousand
dollars’ worth of flowers. Harking back to earlier days when Babe was
seen up and down Broadway in the limousine belonging to the butter-and-
egg man from Ho-Ho-Kus, she was now to be viewed everywhere riding
in Rollo’s Rolls-Royee, an amusing euphony which got plenty of play in
the world press—which was exactly what Frankie wanted. For, despite alt
the doomsayers of Hollywood, he was determined to star Babe in his
production of Camellia, a send-up version of the Dumas classic.

The matter of the feud berwecen Babe and Garbo, reports of which
filled the columns of Photoplay and Screenland—this, too, was the promo-
tion of studio flacks. It all started with this hilarious take-off on Garbo’s
famous Camille. 1f she had never played another role, her interpretation
of the worldly, doomed courtesan would assure her a ranking plaee in
cinema history, and the decision to spoof the film had obvious merits so
far as the hox office went. The hy-now-hoary work of Alexandre Dumas
Jfils bad provided cinema fodder for the great Bernhardt when she was in
her seventies; her death scene in the flickering celluloid is a moment of
high camp in the way she spius her body like a top into the arms of her
lover and then expires, clunk! Others had played the fated lady, too, but
Greta Garbo had made it her own, and fifty years later there still is nothing
dated or stagy in her performance—her every moment rings true and sure,
imbued with a tragic irony. It was never Babe’s intention to hold her
fellow artist up to ridicule, but merely to satirize the kind of archaic,
hothouse flavor of the original work. With her familiar bag of tricks—the
batting eyclashes, the roiling hips, the barrcom rones—with the exag-
gerated curves of the period costumes, the whole overblown concept that
made Camellia what it was, she produced a prodigious hit that remains
the high point of her art.

It was also one of Hollywood’s first ranaway productions; not a foot
of flm was rolled in town but, rather, all was shot atr the Charabusco



62 ALL THAT GLITTERS

Studios in Mexico City, where Frank had set the star up in the viila of an
ex-president of the country who'd taken it on the lam when a four-million-
doltar deficit was suddenly discovered.

The country was delighted to play host to America’s famous blonde
and gave her a warm welcome. Sf Babe! Si-si-si! Qué muchacha allegra! Olé
Babe!

“O-lay yourself,” came the goof-retort.

This “south of the border” period of Babe's Iife marked the beginning
of her whole later cpoch, in which the canon was fully faid down that was
to produce the legend. First came Camellia, then a ncw nightclub act,
carefully planned and overseen by Frankie, and it was no shock to him
at least when Variery's veport under “New Acts” hailed the appearance
of Miss Babe Austrian at Las Floridianas in Acapulco as a noteworthy
event,

The review appearcd on the usual Wednesday, in typical Fariery ese:

That blonde bombshell and glittering symbol of old-time show
business, the intrepid and still-sexy Babe Austrian, hit the stage
of Las Floridianas tike a bolt of lightning. Spanked out in a blue
spangled dress, coiffed and gemmed like the queen she is, she
took stage center and belted number after number for a fast-
paced fifty minutes that had the audicnce falling over itself to
give her kudos. The array of flowers at the last were cnough to
sec the Ali Khan married again. Among old faves were the
Babe’s trademark, *“Windy City Blues,” as well a5 “She Had to
Go and Lose It at the Astor,” “T'se a-Muggins” (a borrow from
old Thomas “Fats” Waller himself), and “When It's Bedtime
Down in Boom-Boom Town,” and certainly not for the kiddies’
ears.

Wearing a collection of dazzhing gowns that would turn
the eye of Josephine Baker, our Babe paraded herself before a
hosanna-laden audience of international figures who were spell-
bound by the songs, dances, and yaks being handed them by this
trouper, locking younger than springtime and twice as fresh.
Her curtain specch is a masterpiece of witty rhetoric, it warms
the heart and brings the act to a smash finale. Talk is she'll next
take it to London then Europe. On hand was Old Faithful
himself, Frank Adonis, pulling the strings and bringing us a
Babe we've hungered for. Old-timers wept sentimental tears
while tyro viewers applauded themselves silly. New Yorkers,
cry your hearts out, "cause the word 15 Babe ain’t 2-comin’ home.
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The review was signed *“O’Brien,” Variety’s Mexico City stringer
and an astute critic. People began sitting up to take notice. If Babe Aus-
trian had retired, or in all seriousness intended to, that retirement had now
endcd and she was back doing business—that’s show business, folks! And
it was that same act that was to form the cornerstone of the remainder of
Babe's life and carcer, which to my mind were onc.

By the time Babe had fully reemerged, it was the spring of 1963. That
winter I'd gone to North Africa to do a picture, and when I was finished
shooting Jenny joined me in Morocco while I polished off my loops in
a dingy sound studio in Madrid. Then we ventured across the Mediterra-
nean, eventually heading for Rome, which at that time seemed to be the
heart of the whole movie industry, and where Frank’s other clients, Kit
Carson and April Rains, were already working on a major spectacle, Tt was
no secret to anyone that Frank and April were seriously involved, and
clearly there was trouble waiting in the wings. But as Jenny and I fol-
lowed the spring north into Sicily, all was yellow daffodils and happy
prospeets. We put up at the Risorgimento in Taormina, waiting for Frank
to arrive 1n Rome, where we were to join him. Bur first he had to stop
in London to sec to matters concerning Babe Austrian, the final, carefully
planied step tn her magical restoration,

Those were the four months which later became known to us as The
Summer of the Purple Grape, token to the amounts of red ltalian Val-
policella, Barolo, and Chianti Reserva that were consumed. Taken all in
all, it was an unforgettable time, as bad as it was good, and we all came
in for our share of headlines. When September came round, it found me
on the PDalmatian Coast making another picture. Jenny was still with me,
and when we finished we headed for London, where we sublet a cold-
water Aat behind Harrod’s while 1 waited out yet another film, to begin
in Paris late that winter. In the meantime Frank had arrived in England
with Babe in tow, prior to her opening at the Café de Paris. All London
was geared up for Babe’s appearance, Frankie having managed his promo-
tional work well; the advance notices from Mexico and Lisbon were
sufficient to stand the town on its ear. This was the time of the Beatles
invasion from Merseyside, the time of “I Wanna Hold Your Hand™ and
“Puff {The Magic Dragon),” of miniskirts and Carnaby Strect.

And now into the very heart of swinging {.ondon stepped thar arti-
fact of another, carlier age, Miss Babe Austrian, What had Frankic done?
Why had he decided to bring her into that city at just that time? The
internationel headliners of the period were the same ones we'd been seeing
for years—Nocl Coward, Marlene Dietrich, Danny Kaye, Judy at the
Palladium—those surefire headliners who were like money 1 the bank to
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their managers, the scent of whom was like a sizzling 'I'-bone steak to the
public at large. Oh yes, Master Frank knew well what he was up to that
winter when he came across with the Babe.

These are some of the things he did to promote his star—the same
old star, but a whole new ballgame. First, he four-walled the old Maiden
Lane Cinema for a month’s period prior to Babe’s ¢club opening. He rented
the space and put on his own sensational show, bringing to London ten
of Babe’s best-known filins, all the way from Broadway Blue Eyes, her first
hit, to Fii Fifi and the ill-fated Windy City Blues, along with the justly
tamous Sheik of Araby, not forgetting the three well-beloveds with Crispin
Antrim, Pretry Polly, Delicious, and Manhattan Madness. Also to be viewed
were Peaches and Cream, USO Girl, and Mademoiselle de Paree, those
latter-day efforts that showed Babe in glorious T'echnicolor, Alms that
hadn’t played London since the war. (Noticeably absent was Dixie Bell,
her biggest flop.) All these to play simultaneously with the opening of
Camellia in thc West End. And to several evening screenings at the
Maiden Lane Frankie invited a symposium of cinema buffs and critics who
were admirers of Babe’s film work and voluble nn the subject of her special
brand of comedy.

With Babe were her pianist, Waldo Dacey, who was to remain with
her for the rest of her career, along with Pepe Yentura, her new manager—
cum-hair-stylist, part Mexican, part Arapaho Indian, who would also be
at her side as long as she appeared in public—and after. These days she
was rchearsing long hours for her club opening, but Frankie let it be
known that on one or twn occasions she would be on hand to reply to
questions from the audience. Since the Maiden Lane was now on its last
legs, having suffered considerable damage during the war from a buzz
bomb, Frankie brought together a group of preservationists who formally
declared the building a historic landmark. He plastered its front with the
most garish display of Babe hooplz, including a ten-foot replica of the star
in her costume from 7he Sbeik of Araby, whose form both undulated and
spoke in those inimitable accents. Londoners went wild.

Next Frank got her on the BBC. Staid old British Broadcasting
played host for Everybody’s Babe, she was interviewed for all to see, and
the Queen Mum was quoted as saying, “She seems quite a sweet old dear
to me.” Babe herself cut the piece out of the paper and stuck it to her
dressing-room mirror.

Jenny and I went to the opeming as Frank’s guests. We even sat at
his table with Frances, who'd flown over for the event. Among other
ringsiders we spotted the Snowdons, Charlie and Oona Chaplin, Jose-
phine Baker, in from Paris, Grace Kelly there with the Prince, [z and
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Burton, the Duke de Vedura, the Marquis de Cuevas—name them, they
all came. Babe Austrian was hot stuff.

She even got away with that corniest of show-biz tricks, the sing-
along. “Come on, louder, you guys, | can’t hear you!” She had them in
a frenzy. Later, in the Green Room, the linc waiting to pay their respeets
to her was as star-studded as the ringside had been. Everyone wanted to
have a word with her, and the social invitations came fast and furious.
Frankie was on hand, making sure the right photographs were taken of
Babe with 2ll the right people, celebrities and royals alike. It was a night
of nights.

It was the same thing all over again when she got to Paris months
later. Wisely, Frankie had booked the Trocadéro well in advance, the best
room Paris had to offer; and, equally wisely, Babe had been boning up on
her French, and the place was fabbergasted when she waltzed out and
began with her Mademoiselle de Parce brand of parlez-vous.

Everything fir together now—it was all gravy, there for the lapping
up. But, as so often happens in the best of times, it was just here that fate
chose to play the lousy trick she’d been saving up for so long, the blow

 that was designed to knock Babe Austrian back on her uppers. Everyone
" remembers that terrible accident,

Taking his cue from the reception at the Command Performance,
when Babe had created such a sensation on the ramp, Frankie had worked
out more or less the same staging for Paris. There was a pozzarclla, or
horseshoe ramp, built out into the audience, where she could really get
close to the paying customers. She always loved working the pozzareila
with its twin rows of bulb lights, and it was here that she met disaster. Her
habit was to move out and around the ramp, accepting the flowers and
tributes that enthusiastic fans and patrons thrust at her, leaning down to
touch their outstretched hands, returning the flow of love and affection
she received from them. Nightly it was her great moment and she always
made the most of it.

One night, a Saturday, therc was a man in the audience, a beefy
cheese salesman from Diisscldorf who'd had a bit too much schnapps, and
when he pur his big mitt out to her she accepted it as she usually did. He
took her hand in his and held on tight, until she felt herself being pulled
off balance; he went on pulling, and a cry of surprisc and alarm filled the
room as she feel forward and landed with a erash i the pit.

Screams rang against the ceiling; the audience jumped to its feet and
began to mill, and for a moment it looked as if there might be a panic and
stampede. Frankie savagely pushed his way to the spot where she lay with
her injured back, knocking aside one helpful man who was trying to lift
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her, shouting, “Don’t move her! Don’t move her!” She lay there on the
floor until the house was emptied, when she could be safely moved out
on a stretcher. She couldn’t talk, the pain was so great, and the doctor gave
her shots to knock her out. Next morning the disheartening word flashed
round the world—Babe Austrian had suffcred a broken back. Her per-
forming days were now over, she was finished, That's what they said:
show biz had seen the lasr of Babe Austran, and she of it.

Everyone believed it; evervone cxcept Babe, that is, and the aston-
ishing fact is that exactly nine weeks later to the day, Babe Austrian
again appeared before another sclect audience at the saine Trocadéro.
She played the show in a plaster cast, starting at her neck and going
clear to the base of her spine, and when she came onstage in the
wheeled contraption [Frankie had had constructed, she delivered the
wisecrack that was to follow her the rest of her life. Slapping her hands
on her hips and giving the audience a wink, she said, “Well, ya can’t
say ] didnt fall for ya.” The place went wild. Joscphine, La Bakair,
was again in the audicnce and she stood up from her seat to pay Babe
the tribute that by now is an old story. Paris took her to its Gallic
heart, and she ran at the Troc for a total of one hundred and forty-five
consccutive performances.

It took another seven months for her injury to mend, yet she never
missed a performance that whole summer. And when it came timne to tape
the show, as had been arranged by Frank for Kuro-Television, she per-
formed without a hitch, When it was over, she collapsed mn her dressing
room and Frankie sent her down to lausanne to have the rest she de-
served. And when she finally returned to the U.S.A. a year later, and put
her little size sixes down on American soil, she grinned at the battery of
TV cameras and said, “Find me a place to lay my head, boys,” show
business was changed, too.

“Fve come back to separate the men from the boys and the sheep
from the wolves,” she kidded. It was not merely the catchphrase of twenty
years ago, but a political referendum. Cleopatra’s triumphal entry into
Rome was no more rousing an event than Babe’s reappearance in New
York City on that warm spring day in 1965. And as Julius Cacsar himsclf
had engineered the one, Frank Adonis had brought off the other; it’s no
secret that he was the moving force behind the wild and frantic tribute
New York paid to Babe after all her years away. If people thought that
Frank had lost his knack, that he didn’t have the know-how anymore, they
needed only to observe the frenzy that was whipped up in the streets of
Manhattan for the granddaughter of an Alsatian immigrant and a Norwe-
gian milkmaid.



Babe 87

Babe arrived in New York on May 10, 1965, when the France steamed
up the Hudson and docked at the old Normandie berth, and Babe was
swung from “A” Deck in a floral-decorated brecches buoy, to be deposited
on the pier, where Mayor Lindsay presented her with the traditional
welcoming Key to the City. “Look out, boys, Babe’s back in town,” she
said, brandishing the giant beribboned key for the newsreels. “With this
thing I guess | can open any door in Manhattan.”

And she was, for a certainty, back in town. Now the lady had come
home to reclaim what was rightfully hers, the hurrahs of her fans of atmost
forty years. The reporters were fascinated and full of their typically “of
interest to our readers” questions.

“Hey, Babe, how long have you been abroad, anyway:”

“All my life, sonny, ail my life.”

“Just how old are you, Babe?”

“Old enough to know better and young enough to enjoy it.”

“Arc you home for good?”

“Good or bad, whichever turns up frst.”

Babe had arrived in New York to find Camellia playing all over town,
"The enormous success of the revival of this film could only have delighted
her, and the movic box-office lines worked in concert with her new
Broadway show, one of Frank’s devising, that incredibly successful one-
woman cvening called My Head on a Silver Platter, that opened at the
Booth Theatre, the same house that had presented Bea Lillie in her famous
solo run.

Meanwhile, it got in the columns that she’d had her face done; I
decided the rumors must be correct, because the next time I saw her she
certamly had a new look. This was 2 year or so later, when she went on
The Ed Sullivan Show for ¢he first time, plugging her show. She looked
great, had lost weight, which Frank was always trying to get her to do,
her checks had taken on a sculptured look, her hair was better dressed,
and she belted out her numbers with obvicus relish. Ed himself seemed
awed by her—the Babe legend was hard at work cven on the Great
Stone Face—and he stumbled around more than usual as he ad-libbed
with her. “A ver’ grear performer, ver’ ver' great. Thank you, Babe
Osterreich,” forgetting she hadn’t been that for decades, That was Ed
all over,

In this, her frst pationally televised appearance, she sang two num-
bers, “The ABC’s of Love™ and “The Windy City Blues,” and engaged
m the notorious Scheherazade sketch, a naughty parody that started all the
tronble with Cardinal Spellman and nearly got kd, a staunch Catholic,
taken off the air.
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That she should be censured for so mild a form of humor both irked
and amused Babe, and she willingly entered into a joust with the eminent
prelate, whom she and others affectionately called “Sally.” When asked
by reporters why she thought the Cardinal was mad at her, she replied,
“Aw heck, fcllas, if the Cardinal was holdin’ anything against me, I guess
I'd feel it, wouldn’t I?” And “The reason His Fminence is studyin’ my
act so careful is, he wants to do me on TV. I don’t mind, henest, I been
doin’ him for years.” “Sally” Spellman didn’t dignify such quips with a
public reply, though it was known that in private he fumed and wanted
to have the woman excommunicated until it was discovered that she'd
been baptized a Lutheran.

There was a personal encounter of sorts, cleverly staged by Babe
herself. Upon Icarning that a prominent public figure was having his son
and heir baptized at Saint Patrick’s Cathcdral, Babe called in a favor and
wangled an invitation. She arrived early, in a big hat with plumes—you
couldn’t have missed her in a crowd of ten million—and when His Emi-
nence got a load of her, he reddened with anger.

“How’'m a doin’, guy?” came her question as she slipped him a wink.
Her question elicited no reply from His Eminence, but Babe had made
her pont, and the incident made the afternoon editions, Later she re-
ported that she thought the Cardinal looked great and that he had “a real
swell place there. And we were all crazy about his hat.”

Head on a Silver Plarter copped a Tony that year, so did Babe, which
seemed to surprise nobody but herself. Everybody clse took it as a fore-
gone conclusion that she would win. She donned a man’s black tuxedo
for her appcarance—nothing new in that, Dietrich had been doing it for
years—but when she came out from rhe wings, cleverly disguising the
slight limp she still had after her Paris fall, her reception was tremendous.
It was as if the New Yorkers, those hard-nosed, jaded denizens of Broad-
way, had been too long denied the opportunity of applauding her. Her
thank-you speech got an undeniable quora of laughs, to wit:

“Gee, 1 don’t know what to say. In fact I'm nonplussed. Honest, I've
been plussed by a lot of guys but tonight I'm really nonplussed.”

Further words followed in which she offered heartfelt tribute to
Frankie:

“All T am I owe to Frank. Frank Adonis made me—and don’t one
of you crack a smile,”

The public gratitude she paid Frankie was generous and well de-
served, so filled with good humor and honest affection that it stole the
show, and people spoke of it feelingly for long afterward. All she was she
owed to herself and the God-given talent that had kept her a star for forty
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years, but without Frank, where would she have been? Frank knew better
than anyone what he had wrought, the jewel he had pelished, and just
what it had taken to keep her name up there in lights.

With the huge success of Head on a Silver Platter, plus a newly
recorded album, and the bounty of frec publicity given her by the Cardi-
nal, Frankie now sent the Babe off on what became the first of threc hughly
successful tours, reminiscent of her vaudeville beginnings and was as
carefully plotted and executed as the road tours of such self-managing
attractions as Katharine Cornell and the Lunts—and every bit as trium-
phant.

When her show reached Los Angeles, Jenny and [ were again in
attendance. You never got tired of seeing it; it was that kind of evening.
In New York she’d had Reggie Gardiner to bring her on and compére
the show, but Reggie hadn't wanted to tour, and Cyril Ritchard had gone
in before she opened in Atlantic City. Opening night at the Los Angeles
Biltmore was one more triumph in a parade of triumphs, this an especially
piquant one in the wake of being Izbeled a has-been, and Louella’s Open
Letter. If Lolly ever wanted to know what had happened to Babe Aus-
trian, here was her answer: packed houscs. scnsational reviews, and as
warm a welcome as she’'d had in New York. And she deserved every bit
of it. Babe was still big-time all the way.

Since her fall in Paris she’d never again used a pozzarella, but re-
mained safely behind the proseentum arch. By the same token, she'd kept
aloof from her fans, terrified that a similar mishap might occur. Stil, 1
thought it would be ckay to stop back and say hello to her, but when we
arrived, her manager, Pepe Ventura, refused us entry to the dressing
room. “Niss A is not receiving visitors this evening,” he informed us
grandly; “she’s going directly to her apartment. She’s very tired.” If |
found this behavior odd, Jen shrugged it off as mere temperament. “After
all, she is getting on, isn’t she?” So much for old friendships, I thought.

She plaved a full eight weeks in L.A., then went up to San Francisco
for another six, and closed in Seattle at Christmas. After that Frank got
her to lay off. Bur not for long . . .

At some point during these various comings and goings, Jeany and I had
begun experiencing domestic troubles. Nothing really earth-shattering,
but not just spats, either. Having decided she wasn't in love with the idea
of acting but was interested in other aspects of the movies, she’'d got a job
assisting an important costume designer and she was working on a west-
ern shooting up in Kanab. After I'd put her on the plane to the location,
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I came back to our house on Sunset Plaza (which we lovingly called
“Sunset Placid” because our life had been so tranquil there) and our
German shepherd, Bones, who whimpered for days after his mistress flew
away.

Nor was I the only one around town to be feeling the yoke of
domestic dissatisfaction. Frank was showing signs of severe home wear,
His affair with April had gone sour, following a series of breakdowns—
she had been in and out of sanitariums—but he stiff would have married
her except for the fact that Frances had refused to divorce him.

And then there was Angie Brown. She’d becn wearing her heart on
her sleeve for years, but she, too, had finaily given up on Frank, realiz-
ing hers was a one-way street called Back and there was no chance of
her ever getting together with him again. Five years ago she'd moved,
first to Palm Springs, eventually to Cathedral Wells where she and her
second husband, a rodeo clown named Cloud Howdy, owned a road-
house on the outskirts of town that served the best barbecue and chili
west of the Pecos.

People used to gas a lot about Angie, saying she was going to pot
down there in the desert, putting on weight and forgetting to dye her
roots, and to this sad end had she come, a sleazy saloon and chili joint in
Cat Wells, but I knew differently. Angie loved that hokey old place; it held
lots of happy memories for her, and she somehow suited it, I thought, not
the movie Angie of Too Many Girls and Three Men on a Horse, but the
real Angelina Brunetti; just as Cloud [lowdy, this rodeo character she'd
been sleeping with for some years, suited her, too. And she’d more than
proved the deep affection in which she was held by the natives: she ran
for public ofhce and found hersclf clected mayor of the cormmunity. It's
true, Angie was now Her Honor.

Sure, she’d spread a bit; sure, she had a big butt—so what? What
woman hasn’t by the time she hits sixty? (That figure is approximate;
nobody ever really knew how old she was. The records state that she’d
married Eddie La Starza at age twenty; make of that what you will.) In
any case, her age doesn’t matter, for what 1 really want to mention here
has te do not with Angie so much as certain others.

By this tme I'd begun writing, and {'d gone over to a location in
Tucson, where a picturc U'd had a hand in scripting was before the
cameras. Angie called me there to say she was close by in Scottsdale,
playing in a golf tournament, that Cloud was back in Cat Wells minding
the bar, and why didn’t I come see her when I was finished?

I said I had 2 better idea. As long as we were in the neighborhood,
why didn’t she meet me in Yuma and we could do a surprise drop-in on
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our old chum Dore Skirball at his chicken ranch in L'orreon, which 1
knew was somewhere south of Yuma. [ hadn’t seen him in years, but from
Angie I'd heard that he'd taken up his ranching chores with uncharac-
teristic seriousness, that his aunt hadn’t succumbed to her artack, and
that he’d apparently found his niche in life and was making the most of
it. It scemed that, rather than clamoring to get back to the bright Lights
of West Hollywood, he was more than happy to stay put down on the
farm.

Angie and T met on the outskirts of Yuma and stayed overnight
at a Ramada Inn, from which she telephoned Dore in Torreon. Next
morning [ was awakened by a pounding on the door, which came
bursting open. When I groggily came to a sitting position, I was greeted
by what scemed an apparition, Standing on the threshold was Dore
Skirball.

“Howdee, pardner! Could anyone please give me the time o’ day?”

It wasn’t really him but a sort-of-Dore, certainly not the Dore we'd
known at the Trianon, He'd lost most of his hair, what remained was
white, and he looked like onc of his old comedy characters, Cowboy Bill,
in his pipestem jeans, his high-heeled cowboy boots, bandana, and ten-
gallon hat of white straw, bowing his legs and talking in a thick Texas
drawl.

The three of us had breakfast at a coffee shop on the highway, and
while we dunked our bear-claws, Dore brought us up to date on his
doings, and his Aunt Boby, who was now in her seventies. Afterward, he
stopped at a drugstore to buy Bobbie some hair color; then [ followed him
in his van while Angic rode with him out to “Cactus Gulch,” which is
what Bobbie called Torreon, some twenty miles away.

From afar 1 saw the sign we’d heard so much about in the old days:
“Aunt Bob’s Texas Fried Chicken & BBQ_Ribs.” We left the highway a
hundred or so yards before, driving over a newly rolled road to 2 ram-
shackle house set back among some tamarisk trees, by a bend of the
Torreon River, which wasn’t much more than a muddy creeck—but,
according to Dore, was loaded with the biggest, most succulent catfish to
be had anywhere. And there on the poreh was this good ole pioncer lady
jest a-settin’ and a-tockin’: Aunt Bobbie herself. She jumped up and sort
of loped out to meet us with long buteh strides, and in her good-natured,
down-home way she reminded me of Charlotte Greenwood, a real Aunt
Eller type.

She gabbed with us for a good hour, repeating all the latest cowboy
jokes; then she and Angie trooped inside to oversee lunch, while Dore
showed me around the “ranch.” I found it difficult to act impressed by
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the layout, but he was so proud of the place I mustered up 2 show of
enthusiasm. And, in truth, the roadside stand, “Aunt Bob’s Chicken [nn,”
was doing a land-office business. 1 could see how Dore must be raking in
the dough, because during the whole time we were there, no fewer than
half a dozen vehicles were parked in front.

Later, while Angte took Aunt Bobbic upstairs to give her hair a
touch-up and set, Dore led out some horses and we went for a desert ride.
[ could see why he liked the place so much. Torreon was a lovely spot,
the roads arrowed straight to the horizon “thisaway and thataway,” the
only thing showing aboveground being the ragged lines of tamarisks, with
their feathery branches like the lacy trees in Chinese T ang paintngs. The
West seemed to suit Dore somehow. The sight of him on horscback
seemed an odd onc, vet he sat his horse well. In his jeans and wide-
brimmed Stetson, the squash blossom silver-and-turquoise belt, the
printed orange bandana at the throat, he looked a real hand. He took me
down to 2 bend of the river which he called the Snake’s Back, where we
sat in the shade and did a bit of fishing with poles he'd thought to bring
along. While I never got a bite, he hooked three big ones in 2 row—"For
your lunch,” he told me. I wasn’t much on cathsh, but T kept my mouth
shut. Angte could have my share.

Back at the chicken spread, I stood amazed as Dore cleaned and
cooked the fish himself, breaded them in cornineal and some tasty season-
ing. And if he’d cooked up a beef Wellington for us, he couldn’t have
scrved it with more pride and panache. We ate lunch on 2 picnic table
under the trecs; in addition to the catfish there were crispy, golden sec-
tions of chicken, along with hot buttermilk biscuits, the best cole slaw I
ever ate, as well as beefsteak tomatoes drenched with a zesty dressing, and
baked Texas barbecued beans, raring hot and of a far different sort from
the calmer Boston brown beans I was used to. For dessert there was
homegrown Casaba melon and home-churned ice cream.

I'd already fallen in love with Aunt Bob—burt that was no news:
cveryone did. Bobbie was one of those old-fashioned, down-to-earth
women who, having worked hard all their lives and having blessed little
to show for it, were bent on squeezing every last bit of enjoyment cut of
what time was left to them. We got along from the start, and after lunch,
while Angie and Dore sat talking in the porch shade, Aunt Bob invited
me to look around. As she led me upstairs she confided to me how much
it meant to Dore to see me again and that I'd taken the time to pay him
2 VISIL.

“But T came to see you, too, ma'am,” I said, and she gave me a playful
slap.
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“Don't you ‘ma’am’ me, vou big Hollywood galoot. Call me Aunt
Bob like everyone else.”

Dore’s room was surprisingly spare and plain, but crammed with his
usual welter of books and magazines, and on the bed a primitive patch-
work quilt that must have been worth a picce of change. 1 thought what
a far cry this was from his old digs over the trash cans of B.B.H., and from
all those cndless drinks and dinners, those nutty evenings at the Pecit
Trianon.

“"T'was a long time ago, | guess,” Aunt Bobbie agreed soberly as we
went along the hall. “l do urge him to go over to Hollywood and wvisit
his friends, but he don't seem to want to leave.”

“Doesn’t he ever miss the city?” | asked.

“Not so’s you notice,” she said philosophically. “I must say, I do
favor having him around. You get my age, vou hike a bit of comp'ny. And
he does make you laugh, don’t he? And if he gets cabin fever he can fly
himself straight to Yuma, or if he gets bigger ideas, Houston-Dallas is only
a skip away.”

I had to confess, it was good secing Dore again, and I was amazed
to sec how he’d come to terms with Iife; it isn't alwavs easy for a person
to give up “the show business,” as Aunt Bob called it. When [ asked
Dore if he missed the old days at the Trev Deuces, if he didn't yearn to
come back and start in again, he shook his head. He said that the Sunday
evening when Frank had brought Babe around and she’d proved such
an cmbarrassment had pretty well scotched him. The only thing he did
of that naturc now was to call the square dances at the monthiy hoe-
down in town. When Angie joined us we spent an hour or so talking
about the old days on North Cadman—happy reminiscences, but for
Dore no regrets.

Next morning both Angie and I felt a real letdown at leaving Cactus
Gulch and the muddy Snake’s Back, and especially sad to say goodbye to
Aunt Bobbic. Later [ wrote her, thanking her for a good time; she wrote
back, and as it turned out we corresponded for vears, With time, Aunt
Bobbie became a kind of presence in my life.

When Jenny came home from location and learned about this little
jaunt to Arizona, she was even jealous that I'd found this new friend, and
she took it in bad part that Angic had “lured” me over to Torreon. It went
so far, actually, as to become one of the wedges that time and circum-
stances were driving between Jenny and me. Our difficulties, far from
being over, seemed to be only begmning.
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These days Frankie was in many ways changed from the old Frankie of
the thirties and forties. Things had been gnawing at him around the edges.
Life was earnest, life was real—and getting realer every minute. In sum,
Frankie’s vaunted luck had changed. "T'he scandals and personal tragedies
that had beset him, starting wich the loss of April, then Frances’s death,
then that of his beloved mother, Maxine, and the changing tenor of the
entire movie industry, all had worked their miseries on him. He was
fatigucd; life, once so varied and colorful, had lost 2 lot of its savor. The
old rules no longer applied, 2nd he didn't like having 1o play by the new
ones.

Yet always there was Babe, the great Babe Austrian, whe was greater
than ever. She had been his first great creation, and maybe she would be
his last, too, for at the business of the Comeback, Frankie Adonis was a
past master. FHe seemed to know exactly when to unveil the “new” Claire
Regrett, the “new” Belinda, the “new”™ Babe. His unerring instinct in
such matters aff but guaranteed success.

Having closed in Plarter, Babe had filmed the movie Frank had been
working on for her for four years, and apain the fact that Gracious AMe
became a hit had as much to do with Frank’s involvement as Babe’s own.
Babe Austrian and Walter Matthau made as good a comedy team as Babe
and Crispin Antrimn or Babe and Grouchoe, and audiences were convulsed.
That year there was an inordinate amount of excitement in the six weeks
preceding the Academy Awards, and alrcady the odds were being chalked
up in Vegas, where a substantial claque of Babe fans was betting on her,
Comedic performances seldom if ever beat out the heavyweight dramatic
roles—there were only a few like Judy Holliday in Born Vesterday, and
she probably won because the opposition was split between Swanson in
Sunset Boulevard and Davis in Al About Fve—but this time a lot of the
odds-givers were looking for a major upset in the Oscar derby. Unlikely
as it seems that any adult would not have seen Gracious Me, for the sake
of the few I herewith include bits of the New York Times notice by Bosley
Crowther, who made it clear that here was no average Hollywood bio
epic, another Jolsow Story or Night and Day, etc. “Not nccessary to adhere
to facts for facts’ sake. A Toose jumble of fun-filled events with musical cues
abounding. Aldo Ray never better. Produced by Frank Adonis, etc., etc.”

By the time Gracious Me reached the nation’s screens, thanks to
Frank, Babe was so solidly launched along the comeback trail that she’d
become a household name. It was astonishing, the way she was knocking
them dead in Vepas, on the read, and, as importantly, on television, which
meant that she was finding her way into the middie-American living
rooms of Kalamazoo and Cedar Rapids. Babe never minded hitting the
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common denominator—so long as it wasn't the lowest one—and she
thought a box with dials and a screen in every parlor was im-dandy: she'd
grace the invention any chance she got.

She didn’t win the Oscar, of course; Maggie Smith got it that year,
but the loss never fazed Babe; she was always a good loser. She continued
making TV guest appearances, she played the Vegas clubs on a more or
less regular schedule, she wrote her second book of memoirs—7Life Is Just
a Bowl of Cheyry—and her version of the Jerry Herman song “The Man
in the Moon Is a L.ady™ made all the charts for a whole summer.

Everything was spinning like a top, but like a spinning top, in time
things lost their momentum, Babe’s carcer as well, for on a certain night
—a famous night, as it later turned out—of Christmas week in 1973, Frank
Adonis was shot to death in his Palm Springs garage, and with his end
came a lot of other ends. With Frank gone, the spark seemed to go out
of Babe's carcer and she entered into a period of virtual retirement. She
withdrcw to her penthouse, where she sat in isolated splendor, sometimes
going out for a drive to the beach house at Santa Monica. Friends of mine
would sometimes see her touring in the back of the old black car, her
features swathed in net, hidden from the world, while Slugge with his
shiny suit and fifteen-hundred-dollar watch drove her where she willed
or they would stop by the pier and she would sit staring out at the water
for hours at a time. Once or twice they saw her get out of the car to use
the public toilet.

She must have become bored with watching the water, because be-
fore too much time went by she’d gotten her act together and taken it on
the road. She was touring in Plarter again, playing to 2 whole new genera-
ton of fans who'd seen her old movies on television.

We met again, Babe and I, and under circumstances of a somewhat
offbeat nature. "T'his was in the winter of 1974, in Chicago, where I found
myself in the middle of a cross-country publicity tour set up by my
publisher, beating the drums on behalf of my latest book. Since I had a
heavy schedule of interviews that earried over from Friday to Monday,
I was trapped in Chicago through the weekend. Glancing at the local TV
guide, I found a five-day run of Babe Austrian films playing on a local
station including Everyrhing From A to 7, its sequel, Everything from Soup
te Nuts, and most notably, Frankie and Jobnny. Paging through tbe
“Guide to Nightlife” or whatever it’s called, to my surprise I found that
Babe hersclf was in town, playing Head on a Silver Platter in yet another
farewell tour.
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1 had arrived late the night before, and by the time Friday rolled
around I was having morning coffce with entertainment and book editors,
some of whom came from as far away as Cleveland to ask their thrilling
questions. My final stint that evening was the taping of a show called
Here’s Sandy. Now, Kasterners and Westerners probably wouldn’t have
heard of this show, but Midwesterners were devoted to it, and at that
period no celebrity passed through the city of Chicago without putting
in an appearance on it. Also scheduled was the Babe.

As my good luck had it, Belinda Carroll was also in town, likewise
book-plugging; her autobiography, My Way, Always, was just hitting the
best-seller lists. Our paths had converged twice already when we'd ap-
peared as guests on local talk shows. And when our latest TV hostess,
Sandy Becker, saw what she had on her plate, pamely three individuals,
each of whose lives had been touched by Frankie Adano, she tossed the
script out the window hailf an hour before taping and decided to offer up
to the viewers a round-robin of questions and answers regarding the Real
Frankie Adonis.

This concept made all three of us guests uncomfortable—there were
too many things about Frankie none of us wanted to see turned into talk
show gossip—and we proceeded with more than the usual caution. We
were on the air when I glanced round and saw the producer talking into
the ear of the cue-card writer. In seconds a card flashed: “Ask Carroll
about Adonis murder.” Obviously, Belinda wasn't meant to have seen the
card, but she did, and she blazed out, saying she knew what was up and
she wasn't talking. This resulted in cutring tape, TV's number-one no-no,
after which, having deleted Belinda’s outburst, Sandy resumed with inter-
esting questions regarding MGM in the great days. The show was not
what you'd call a triumph,

After the taping Babe invited me to ride hack to the hotel in her
limousine, a thoughtful gesture I rcadily accepted. She never mentioned
Belinda at all, though she had plenty to say about Sandy Becker’s pro-
ducer. En route she suggested I come see her show, which I was happy
to do, having no other plans. She had a house seat put up for me at the
box office and 1 went and laughed my head off; she really was funny.
“Rolling in the aisles” is a show-biz phrase invented for performers like
Babe Austrian. Though I knew her act so well by now, I marveled at it
all over again. She reached out and touched something deep in the audi-
ence, old and young alike. She was nostzlgia personificd; the oldsters
cnjoyed the kind of poignancy she coinmanded, while the younger ones
felt they were viewing the living legend—which they were. Oh yeab!

When I went to bed that night snow was falling outside. I've never
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thought of Chicago as being an especially pretty city, not in the way that,
say, Washington can be, or Pans, or ¢ven New York. But there was a
pretty magic about the way the softly falling snow began to cover up the
streets and buildings. I sat there at the window, reflecting on the strange-
ness of life and its little quirky coincidences that afforded one such week-
ends as this, such chance encounters with the likes of Belinda Carroll and
Babe Austrian.

Tomorrow we would doubtless go our separate ways, having come
together for this moment of time, during which our old friend Frankie had
been the common denominator. There was Belinda flogging her Holly-
wood tragedy, | my novel, and Babe the single product she ever had to
sell, herself. It had been an odd rendezvous, and, as things turned ou, it
lasted longer than anyone thought it would, for when I awoke in the
morning it was clear that we were “having a bit of weather.” The light
snow that had becn so pretty to look at the night before had in the wee
hours become a good old-fashioned Great Plains blizzard, ferociousty
blanketing the whole Midwest, and, not incidentally, making travel im-
possible. Chicago’s streets were all but empty; there were only the plows
out, doggedly trying to clear paths, while the snow was coming down so
thickly that there wasn’t a chance of a plane’s getting out.

We found ourselves holed up there in the Ambassador East and | had
to scramble to reorganize my schedule. There were some domestic prob-
lems as well. Belinda had been occupying one of the larger suites, which
she was to have given up this morning, for some foreign notables were
scheduled to arrive by train and her rooms were reserved. Obviously the
management didn’t know the lady well. Belinda Carroll had been brought
up in the great days of Lana Turner and Ava Gardner—in those days
Lana and Ava weren't put out of their hotel suites for anybody, foreign
notables or not-—and twenty years later Belinda wasn’t about to relinquish
her rooms to anybody, cither.

Making a stab at easing things, I suggested that she take over my suite,
a corner one, up high, and perfectly acceptable. A grateful management
said it could oblige me with 2 single room, and that’s how things were
arranged. Belinda’s forty-seven thousand suitcases were sent up, while my
two went out the door. I ordered my breakfast in the hotel dining room,
reading the papers while I ate. Then, when I went to the desk to ask for
my new key, the clerk told me I wasn’t staying in that room as planned.

“Your things have been moved to Miss Austrian’s suite,” he informed
me. He popped the bell, and a bellhop was instructed to escort me up in
the elevator. I was completely mystified.

“Good evening, Mr. Ventura,” I said as Pepe, Babe’s formally ritled
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“Associate Producer,” met me at the door and ushered me in. He ex-
plained that Babe was still abed, but since she had the extra space, she was
offering me a bedroom until the weather improved. Since to my knowl-
edge Babe had never been noted for her beaux gestes, I had trouble
assimilating this sudden switch; still, I decided to accept it in the generous
spirit in which it had apparently been offered. Bue if T imagined that
sharing her suite was to improve personal relations between us, I was
wrong,

Because the city was experiencing difficulty clearing the streets, all
Chicago was effectively immobilized. From my window I could see that
everything was nailed down hard and fast. Meanwhile, Babe was out of
sorts because her evening appearance had been cancceled, proving that the
show does not always have to go on {she claimed in an interview that it
was the only time she’d ever missed a performance anywhere under any
circumstances), and she remained incommunicado to all comers, myself
mncluded, and except for one time, which I'll get to, 1 never laid eyes on
her during the two and a half days | was obliged to aceept her hospitality.

On Sunday [ called Belinda and we met for dinner in the Pump
Room to catch up on news. She locked sensational, the way movie stars
always ought to look. Wearing simple navy blue and modest jewelry, she
sat beside me in the booth, her classic features illuminated by the flickering
candles while strings played softly in the background. We spoke of Frank
and of Angic Brown, and of Maude Antrim, of whom 1 enterrained the
happiest memorics. | congratulated Belinda on her book, which seemed
headed for a large success. I knew how hard she’d lahored over a type-
writer: it wasn’t one of those “as told to” numbers; she took pride in the
four hundred pages that had been written with a pen dipped in her life'’s
blood.

It hadn’t been easy for her, baring her soul in such a public way,
especially the sections of the book dealing with her daughter, Faun. I
suppose it was incvitable that it should have been a best-seller, containing
as it did an inside view of one of the most scandal-ridden lives 1n the
history of Hollywood. The thing was, she’d been able to let her own
sweetness of nature come through, no casy martter under the circum-
stances. Belinda couldn’t know then that she was headed for the biggest
success of her career, that she was to receive the accolade of the entire
industry, to win a sensational Broadway triumph, and that everything
she’d always hoped for was at last to come to her. With, of coursc, the
obvious exception: Frankie Adonis, who was lost to her forever, as he was
lost to all of us who foved him. So near they had come, she and he, so close
but no further, and now it was ended for all time,
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Belinda was now some fifty-two years old, Frankie had been dead for
two or three years, and she still mourned him because she had loved him.
To all intents and purposes, she was alone these days—1I knew she had no
love interest. And she was studying acting again; she still wanted to be
a great actress. You had to applaud such tenacity, such doggedness of
purpose. Who in the history of movics had ever ridden such a bumpy road
as hers, who had risen to where she had and somehow, no matter how
perilously, been able to maintain herseif on those dizzy heights?

Quite a girl, Behinda,

When we'd finished our coffee she suggested we put our noses out
the door and sce what the weather was like. We bundled up well, me 1n
the only coat I had, she in the fur coat Frank had given her on their last
Christmas together. As we slipped out through the revolving door and 2
blast of cold air hit our faces, 1 feit her slip her warm hand in mine and
we headed into the wind. The city had an eerie feeling, as if it had been
deserted by everyone but us and the very few other brave souls who had
ventured forth.

Unbelievably, by the time we got to the water clock at the Loop the
snow had begun falling again, as if we hadn’t had encugh by now, and
we were foreed to cut short our venturing-forth. She would have gone on,
but I convinced her it was foolish: we were tired and needed our health
if we were going to keep going with our tours. But as we retraced our
steps | became aware that things were somehow different. As a resulr of
that little walk of ours, when we came back into the warm, brightly
lighted hotel, with the wind shut out, I felt a growing sense of intimacy
between us. Nothing to put your finger on, bur our relationship had
shifted, even if only slightly, We stood close together in the elevator, gur
bodies touching as we went up. I decided to take no iiberties when |
walked her to her door, but when [ put the key in the lock she surprised
me with a kiss, Onc that probably meant nothing to her but meant lots
to me; a kiss that with time was to teke on even greater significance.

In consequence of which T was in no mood to be trifled with, and
I wanted only to get to my bed as fast as possible; but no such luck. As
I Iet inyself into the Roval Suite [ found Pepe Ventura in the Hiving room;
he rose abruptly and snapped off the TV, I had the idea he'd been waiting
up for me.

“Well, hel-Is, ” he greeted me in that snide tone of his, “back so early?
Did you have a nice dmner?”

I said I had, yes. Nice.

“Not much fun eating alone, I guess.” His eyebrows were dark and
thick and perfectly arched; not without the aid of tweezers, [ suspected.
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Ignoring his supercilious manner, I took off my coat, and as I hung it in
the closet I asked how Babe was.

“Miss A is ine,” he returned pointedly. “As a matter of fact, she’s
been waiting. She’d like to talk to you before you retire. Though it does
seem to me—"

“Yes?”" 1 was getting lots of atticude here and, frankly, 1 didn’t [ike
it. “What docs it scem to you?”

“Never mind.”

“But I do mind. I gather you think I haven’t done my job or that I've
been lax in some way as regards—Afiss Austrian. But just let me lay it on
you, pal: I don’t know how long you've known the lady, but I've known
her for damn near forty years, giving me the edge, don’t you agree? I'm
always available if she wants me, but T got the impression she preferred
being left alone. Which sort of frees me up to have dinner with anyone
I care to, nght, pal?”

“Please don't call me ‘pal’; my name i1s Pepe.”

“Right, pal.” I went to the bar, poured some mineral water over ice,
and walked to Babe’s door. Pepe flew to block my way.

“Wait—don't go in there!” he hissed. “Miss A may not be dressed
to reccive.”

“l was taught to knock,” 1 retorted, veering away toward my own
door. “Let me know when Madame's got her shit together. I'm going to
have mysclf a footbath and a pedicure.”

While Pepe knocked discreetly, then slipped through Babe’s door, 1
went into my room and lay down on my bed, staring moodily at the
window, which had over a foot of snow on the sill. I'd picked up the
phone to place a call when Pepe appeared in my doorway.

“Finished your bath already?"” he asked with that mixture of preten-
sion and queeniness I disliked so. I waited and he said, “Anyway, Miss
A will see you now.”

1 put down the phone, got up, took my glass of mineral water, and
walked past him, heading for Babe’s room. But he slipped by me to sidle
up to the door, where he applied the same discrcet knock as before, waited
a moment, then turned the knob and gave me an elaborate “Pleasc to
enter’” gesture.

“Hullo there,” Babe grected me from her bed. She was propped up
against a mess of pillows. The covers were scattered with various publica-
tions—1 glimpsed Thke Wall Street Journal, weekly Variety, TV Guide,
Business Week, even the Kiplinger Report—and though she wore glasses,
as if she’d been reading any or all of these, the lights were turned down.
Obviously she made herself at home wherever she happened to be. Tt was
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quite a picture; she looked dwarfed in the oversize bed, her hair was
wrapped in a black net, but she had her war paint on and even her long
cyclashes. 1 wondered if | should flatter myself that T was the reason;
wondered, too, if she’d get out of bed to scrape it all off before retiring.

She motioned for me to draw up the chair, and as I did she thrust
out the flat of her palm at me and, as though to warn me away, said,
“That’s far enough. Sit down, take a load off.”

I sat and she proceeded to interrogate me as to my evening’s activities.
I made no secret of the fact that I'd dined with Belinda.

“She tryin’ to put the make on you? She hot for your fair white
body?”

I grinned cockily. “If she were, she wouldn't have much trouble.” I
thought 1'd get something back, but as she frowned, considering some-
thing, [ noticed a sudden rustling movement under the covers and in
moments the famous Chihuzhua, Tiny, had wriggled into sight, poking
its pointy face from underneath the covers. Babe caught the creature up
and hugged it against her breast. “Nice Tiny, sweet Tiny,” she crooned,
and the dog scttled down against her, its tail wagging. Babe stroked the
pale belly with her long-nailed hand, while she gave me the ful once-over.

I was amuscd when she actually said “Humph!” It sounded old-
fashioned and somchow endearing and I was prepared to be conciliatory,
but she seemed bent on proveking some sort of quarrel.

“I heard you and her were living together in sin. Up there at old
Maudc’s place. With the daughter right there in the house and everything.
Sounds pretty tacky to me.”

“Does i7" I countered briskly. “I guess some pcople are better
equipped to judge what's tacky than others.” [ didn’t pause, but plowed
straight on. “As for our living together, if you'd ever been to Sunnyside
you'd realize that the guesthouse, where I stayed, is a long way from the
main house, wherc Belinda lived, and you should also realize that she
would never have been interested in me, since at the time she and Frank
were planning to get married.”

She pursed her lips and gave the dog a wettish smack. “Maybe it
wasn’t Belinda after all; maybe you were boffing old Maude. At her age,
too. What some dames will do for a lay. Talk about cradle-robbing.”

“Maybe so, maybe not. One thing we know—it wasn’t on the Super
Chief. Was 1t?” I sat back with a smug look. Babe and the dog both eyed
me with some puzzlement.

“I don’t get it. What’s that supposed to mean, ‘Super Chief’?”

“Golly, and all this time I thought you were busy treasuring the
memory of our little cross-country rendczvous. As we hurtled through the
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night, wrapped in each other’s arms—all across Wyoming—or was it
Oklahoma?”

She frowned. “What're you talking about—Wyoming? Super
Chief? What's the gag?”

“No gag. For your enlightenment, Miss A, | have reference to the
end of the Second World War, in which I was priviteged to play a minor
role—V'-] Day, August 15, year of our Lord 1945. Miss Gladys Lillie of
Battle Crick. I mean, you remember Gladys Lillie, don’t you?”

She shd her glasses down her nose and regarded me suspiciously over
their nims. “Listen, buster, just what're you inferring?”

“No no no, lady,” I correeted. “I'm implying; you can infer whatever
you hke. I mnerely meant that one of my most treasured memories is of
that night. Can you really have forgotten? I'm really surprised—1I thought
I'd made a better—um—impression on you.”

She gave me 2 sour look and stuck her glasses back firmly in place.
“I can’t be expected to remember cevery guy I come across. Nincteen
forty-five? You must've been a baby.”

“You didn’t think so. I seem to remember you—ah—said you liked
doing your bit for the boys. “The brave boys who are facing death all over
the globe,” T belicve that’s how you chose to pur it. Rather dcllcatcly I
thought, considering how rohu‘;tly you did your bit for this boy.”

She grew more indignant. “You got me mixed up with ten other
dames, sonny,” she said, refusing my look. *“I never went around screwing
sailors on trains.”

“Maybe, but the Super Chief wasn’t just any train,” I said wickedly.
“Don’t you remember, you said it was ‘a silver bullet speeding to the heart
of love’® Of course, that was during the night. Next day you didn’t know
me from Adam,”

By this time she was really giving me the fisheye. “Look, Strong-
heart, if this is some sort of joke—"

I leaned back in my chair and watched her for a moment. "Then:
“Yeab, yeah, sure,” I said, “that’s it, just a joke. Forget it. T was just pulling
your leg.”

There was another pause; then, adjusting herself against the pillows,
she said, ““T'hat’s okay, / was the onc who was pulling your leg. Sure, 1
remember you, You were this cute-lookin” guy in sailor blues and you had
all these battle ribbons across your chest. You kinda caught my eye. Nice.
It was very nice. We really celehrated—didn’t we?”

“You had that pockethook That big pocketbook, full of—"

“Yes? Full of whatz”

“I was just wondering if you'd remember. You bhad a lot of those
miniature bottles of booze.”
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“I remember. You drank Johnnic Walker Red.”

T was impressed. She really did remember. But she still hadn’t come
out with why she’d sent for me, and I wasn’t up to prompting her or
tryving to figure the thing out. Fven in the light from the bedside lamp,
which she kept dim by hanging a pink silk scarf over it, she showed the
age she hid so well onstage. Her voice sounded tired, and I remember
wondering 1f she wasn’t coming down with something.

She pushed her head back mto the pillows and gave me another lock.
“Why did you bring up those things?” she asked. “Why didn’t you
mention them before?”

I smiled and shrugged. Who knew? Again she serutinized me, and
I got the impression there was something troubling her—something she
wanted to get off her chest. I couldn’t be sure, but [ was studying her just
as hard as she was studying me. Finally she made a negligent gesture, as
if none of this really martered, and I took thar as my cue to leave. She
didn’t press me to linger.

When I'd climbed into bed, after checking the latest snowfall, 1
thought over our little interview. Obviously she hadn’t remembered me
at all. If she had, she would have recalled that, V] Day having fallen in
August, 1 would have been in summer whites, not winter blues, and that
I'd worn no ribbons, since I'd never been decorated. No doubt it was some
other sailor she was remembering, on some other train.

I must have dozed off in the middle of these musings for the next
thing I knew—this was late, probably after two, though 1 never looked
at my watch to verify the time—TI was wakened by the instantly recogniz-
able smell of smoke. And where there’s smoke, there’s fire. 1 sprang out
of bed and dashed into the sitting room, switched on the lights to see an
ominous pall curling from under Babe’s elosed door and slowly rising to
the eciling. I shouted the alarm and grabbed the phone. [ saw Sluggo come
charging out of his room—I remember the pajamas, striped in black
and yellow, his hairy chesc—he banged on Babe’s door, then crashed
inside. The smoke blossomed out like the mushroom cloud of 2n atom
bomb, While | was warning the desk of our situation, Sluggo stag-
gered out, cradling an inert Babe in his arms. Meanwhile, Pepe had ap-
peared and was taking hold of Babe’s lower extremities and following
along.

1 hung up and went to help him—the smoke was thick, we were all
coughing as the haze grew worse around us—and my next thought was
that Babe was dead, asphyxiated before Sluggo had reached her. [ used the
next moment to throw the windows open; then Shaggo passed her to Pepe,
who'd climbed out onto the firc escape.

It was freezing out there. I ran and dragged her fur coat from the
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closet and stuck my head out the window to wrap it around her. Sluggo
snatched it out of my hands and threw it over her, Babe gave a low groan;
my God, I thought, looking at the top of her wigless head as she stirred
in his arms, she’s nearly bald—hardly a normal rcaction to the danger we
all had been in. Then the door burst open and half a dozen firemen in
rubber boots and helmets came clomping into the room with axes and the
working end of a hose.

The captain said Babe had obviously fallen asleep with a cigarette,
but I corrected him—she didn’t smoke. It was the silk scarf over the
light bulb. 1 moved aside as two firefighters dragged a smoldering
quecn-size mattress into the sitting room, followed by another man
holding a imp Tiny.

“Dead?" I asked, taking it. He shrugged. I carried the dog into the
hallway, where a clutch of curious hotel guests huddled in nighedress.
Something told me the dog wasn’t dead, and I opened its mouth and began
blowing air down its throat.

“He’s crazy,” | heard someone say. “You can’t give artificial respira-
tion to a dog.”

But I wasn't the crazy one, he was, for, to my relief, the dog revived.
When its eyes were open and I saw that it was breathing regularly, I went
to tell Pepe, only to discover that he and Sluggo had taken Babe down
in a scrvice ¢levator to a waiting ambulance.

When things had quieted down and we were assured that she was out
of danger but would be spending the night at the hospital, the manage-
ment found another room for me, small and smelling of fresh paint. 1
stayed up most of the time with the dog, and in the morning they brought
my clothes and gear in on a trolley. By md-morning the word came that
planes were flying out of O'Hare and by afternoon I was winging my
way to Cleveland, the next feg on my journey. I had left Tiny with
Belinda, asking her to get the dog into Pepe’s hands before they all left
for California,

The night's events made the news; all anyone could ralk abour was
the nocturnal rescue of Babe Austrian from the “deadly conflagration”—
there’d been little fire—by “a trusted retainer.” No mention of yours
truly.

After Cleveland, T hit Detroit, and in the coldest of weathers I spent
another week and a half making up for lost time and leap-frogging all over
the Midwest, eventually arriving back in New York around mid-March.
Perhaps a month had gone by when one morning I got a phone call from
a secretary at my publisher’s office. A Mr. Ventura had telephoned from
Los Angeles and could T return the czll as soon as possible? I wasn't cager
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to be back in touch with my friend Pepsi, but [ was curious, so did as
requested.

“Thank you for returning my cail,” Pepe said in those quincelike
tones of his. And then he got to the point. “Do you think you’ll be
returning here any time soon? Miss A would Jike to see you as soon as
you get back.”

[ said T had no plans for returning until the Fourth of July weckend.
“Is she sick®”

“Not really. A few complaints, nothing major. But she’d like a word
or two with you if you have the time.”

I said to put her on, but was kept waiting until I was about to hang
up.

“How ya doin?"” came the familiar question. I replied in the positive;
how was she?

“QOkay, don’t worry about the Babe. Only I was wonderin', when are
you comimn’ out? [ got somethin’ [ want to talk to you about.”

I told her my pians and there was another pause. “Why don’t you
tell me now?” I suggested, with neither an idea of what the problem was
nor how I might help. It didn’t matter anyway: she wouldn’t discuss
matters by phone, and by the time I arrived in July 1t would be too late.
We said goodbye, but when I thought things over, I began to wonder. Her
voice had sounded weak, not up to snuff at all, and 1 had a feeling
something was amiss. It being convenient for me to leave in time for the
Oscars, 1 altered my plans, closed up the apartment, and headed for the
Coast.

The night of my arrival I called the penthouse to let Babe know [ was
here. Pepe, gracious as ever, thanked me, satd he would find time for an
appointment, and took my number.

I didn’t hear a damn thing for three days!

I'd forgotten about her when [ got the call, saying Miss A would be
plcased to see me the next afternoon at one. It was a command perfor-
mance, no doubt about «, and, wondering what the big secrer was, I
planned accordingly.

It’s sometimes said that if walls could talk, there would be no need
for books—talking walls would have it all. I hadn’t been inside the walls
of Babe’s Sunset Towers penthouse since the time Dore and 1 had
dropped off the seript for Frankie. Bur before my last trip east, several
times as ['d driven along the curves of the Strip I'd noticed moving vans
parked in the vicinity of the Towers—tenants moving out, however, not
in. There was a noticeable shabbiness cloaking the building.

'This place is dying, I thought as I crossed to the elevator and pushed
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the button. The elevator had been automated now, there was no at-
tendant, and I rode up in silence, wondering what I was to find at the
top.

Arriving, 1 pushed the bell and heard the chimes. T waited, glancing
out the small window to my right, to where the streams of cars tooled up
and down the Strip, and I glimpsed the slanting roofs of the Villa Lorraine
farther east. 1 turned back as the apartment door opened and I was grected,
not by Sugar May, as of old, but by Pepe Ventura himself.

He looked the same, though his hair was longer and his mustache
darker, He was wearing a patterned shirt, tight pants, and huaraches, and
the same diamond glinted in his lobe.

“Helle, come in, I'm glad you’re here,” he said all in one breath, and,
closing the door, he ushered me into the living room. 1 passed through
the draped archway and entered what surely was by now 2 museurm. The
long, low-ceilinged room was hushed and still, reeking of stale air and
containing httle light. Each of the venetian blinds was drawn; several
lamps burned dimly. It was all very Miss Havisham, as if the clocks had
heen stopped at the marriage hour forty years before, and with the rats
still eating at the seven-tiered wedding cake. The whole place was like a
cocoon, a time capsule, everything perfectly, inttmately maintained just
as it had been, everything stuffed or preserved under glass, Babe had made
this space her monument.

Everywhere my eye fell there were movie-star glossy stills of Babe
Austrian, culled from different periods of her long carcer; the thirties,
forties, fifties, sixties—the decades scemed to roll themselves out before
my eyes, Babe in all her incarnations. Interspersed with these were photo-
graphs of other celebrities: Cole Porter was there, Claire Boothe Luce, Al
Jolson, Bob Hope and Martha Raye, Anita Loos, and so on, the super-
famous of this century. T'here were also a number of Frank’s pictures set
about on the tops of chests, and on the wall the twin portrait of Babe and
Frankie; the two faces looked out at me with their quizzical expressions,
and I wondered if they’d found whatever it was they were looking for,
‘There were other, single oil portraits of Babe, one in the altogetber, as well
as the famous nude statue by Jtalo Foscari in its lighted niche.

“Pleasc sit down,” said Pepe, entering behind me with brisk steps, He
waited until [ sat, then disappeared through the archway, and T heard
voices in muffled conference. I got up again and went to onc of the
windows to tip a bit more light in through the blinds. 1 sat again. Waited.
All was quiet, except for the Strip traffic far below and the ticking of a
mantel clock. Ilooked around. There was no dust on anything; the pillows
were plumped; there were current magazines carcfully aligned on the
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mirrored coffee table; the gold-veined mirrored walls had been cleaned up
to a certain height {but no higher: a man’s reach; beyond thar the cleancr
could or would not go, and the surface was smoky). I noticed a cobweb
in a corner. T had never seen a deader room; it reminded me of one of those
aNtcrooms in a mortuary where you go to view the remains of the dear
departed. T also noted the indentations in the carpeting, carpeting that had
somehow stood the wear and tear of time, and now had the heavy imprint
of somebody’s sturdy ground-gripper shoes. Their corrugations seemed
to go in all directions. Footprints in the rugs of time.

I turned as Pepe reentered. He motioned me to a small sofa in a
curved window niche looking out onto the terrace, where I could see a
profuston of plants and flowers. There was a hose, a watering can, some
gloves on a table, and I wondered who did the gardening. I sat where he
wanted me to and he took a place beside me.

“I really should apologize,” he began. ‘1 can understand how mysti-
fying this probably is to you.”

[ replied that yes, it did seem strange; [ was trying to get my bearings
with him; he, too, seemed odd. 1 couldn’t put my finger on it, but there
was something different in his attitude.

He flashed his white teeth under his Pancho Villa mustache. “I'm not
surprised. But I'm sure you'll understand when [ tell you that these have
been our instructions. It’s not that we’re trying to be dramatic or anything
or withhold information, it’s just that—it’s how she wants it.”

“Miss A, you mean?”

“Yes, Miss A. You've been asked here in order that she may speak
with you about a matter of considerable importance.”

Fine with me. “What matter? And what importance?”

“I'm afraid that’s part of what I'm not allowed to tell you. She wishes
to do it hersclf.”

“All right, I have no objection. When may I sce her?”

“I'm sure it won't be very long now. Outside of yourself m Chicago,
she hasn’t had any visitors ‘at home,’ so to speak, in a long time. She’s very
nervous over seeing you again. There are some—some things she wishes
to tell you. She’s felt the need for some time, but it’s only lately that she’s
found the courage to do so. She's been waiting for your return.”

[ glimpsed the burly figure of Sluggo lurking in the background, as
though looking for something to happen.

“Am [ to gather from all this that she’s 1l[?" I asked.

“Well .. . some problems. One or two, but things are relatively under
control. And thanks for coming so quickly. I hope you'll be easy on her.”

Now, what the hell did that mean? The whole scene struck me as
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hoaxy, silly as a frat-house initiation. Was this Babe's passion for elaborate
staging? Maybe the reason for all the delay was that she was inside tryving
to paste herself together so she’d look her usual glamorous sclf—the long
lashes, the red fingernails, the works. Well, I thought, she put me up in
the blizzard, I owe her this.

As I went on waiting, I was reminded of that other afternoon, more
than twenty years ago, when I'd sweltered waiting for this verv same
individual but under far different circumstances. Promptness might be the
politeness of kings, but it was not of movie queens, current or ex. I could
hear a faint tinkling sound, chimelike and slightly Oriental, as if at any
moment Gale Sondergaard might step through 2 beaded curtain and stick
a dangerous letter in my hand, Pepe was making small talk, the worst kind:
had I secn the latest movie, what did I think of the lovely weather, wasn't
there a lot more traffic on the Strip, how long would 1 be staying in town,
had I spoken with Angie Brown? | mean bor-ing.

Then apparently 1t was time. He got up and asked me to come with
him. “It’s all right,” he whispered as we got to the end of the hall, where
there was a closed door, “you may go in. And please, I beg you—be kind
to her.”

Thank you, Deborah Kerr. Babe undoing the buttons on her blouse.
I'll be kind. Yes, sure, although 1 wasn’t surc just how kind I was prepared
to be. My motor was running fast as I opened the door and walked in. I
shat the door behind me and paused to take in the scene—Babe’s scene,
More Babe-stuff: crystal chandelier with a velvet sleeve over the chain,
Austrian shades ruched all to hell and gone, satin-tufted chaise stuffed
with pillows, soft piled rug, lots of satin, lots of swags, windows with the
lambrequin treatment, the bed raised on a dais, hung with gauzy panels
that fell from the high ceiling to the floor, and there in the bed 2 figure,
our Babe, well bolstered against pillows, staring straight at me.

“Oh you son-of-a-bitch,” I swore softly.

“Hello, lav,” said Dore Screwball.

I mean it,

Him.

There.

In the bed.

Her bed. The bed of Babe Austrian, the dead Babe Austrian.

What the hell!

My first reaction was, what’s that fool doing in her bed? He doesn’t
belong there. Then in another moment I realized that, whatever else he
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was, this was ne fool, that he was not in ber bed but in bis, and that he
did, indeed, belong there, The balding head, fringed by sparse, short white
hair. The features naked, without their makeup, no face paint anywhere
in evidence. Just as ['d seen him at the chicken ranch. Wearing a bathrobe
of maroon flanncl, a perfectly ordinary-looking, by no means new, a
many-wearings, comfortable garment, the hands with noticeably short
fingernails, no polish, those tired Dlue eyes looking up at me, doubtful,
rueful, entreating understanding, yet somehow filled with the old Dore-
wickedness. I was torn berween anger and the desirc to laugh, so [
laughed. Nothing else secmed right. I laughed.

“Hello, Dore, what’s new?”

“Same old shit, ducks. What's new with you?”

It was surreal. Weird, man, weird. “Good to see yon, Dore. Tell me,
how long has this been going on?”

“Years, luv.”

“Yuma? Torreon? Snake Bend?”

“That was in-bcrween. Babe was ‘on vacation.” Come sit. Take a load
ofl.”

Though he spoke in Dore’s voice, it was still her line; it rang falsely
—for the first time. I took the chair and sat by the corner of the bed. How
ridiculous. How grotesque. How inconceivable. Was this Grand Guignol
or Keystone Kops?

I damned my stupidity, telling myself I ought to have realized it
sooner, should have known how I and the rest of the world were being
duped. And for just how long® A magnificent job it was, this masquerade,
this beauty of a hoax that had been pulled on me, on us all. But how? How?

We stared hard at each other, back and forth, he and I, wondering
what to say. He reclined there in that ridiculous bed, against the piled
pillows, like something out of a movie. Something quaint, bizarre, totally
uniikcly—and yet he lay back with such an indolenr air of—of “Dore-
ness.” The master of every situation, particularly one so outré and
thoroughly outrageous as this one. Gloria Swanson wasn't even close.

“I must say, you don’t seem terribly surprised,” he said, looking
miffed. “I thought I'd nail you in your tracks when you walked in.”

“Damned clever, these Chinese.”

He grinned that lopsided, jack-o’-lantern grin of his. “I suppose you
must be wondering why I've asked you here tonight.” He delivered the
line and laughed.

I had to admit, it was funny. I'm not sure if I mean funny ha-ha or
funny finger-down-the-throat, but it was funny. Maybe you had to be
there. I was there, trying to take it all in my stride.
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“Well. Is this a bitch or isn’t it?"” Dore asked, a bit sheepishly, 1
thought.

I agreed that yes, it was a bitch. I'd been set up, and what a set-up.
I seemed to regard him as though through the long end of the telescope,
a far distance down 2 long tunnel of years—nearly a quarter of a century
of oftbeat, crazy recollections. I knew I'd been had at Torreon, and God
knew elsewhere, him and his Aunt Bob—I knew Aunt Bob had to be in
on this—him with his fried catfish and his cowboy horsebacking. My
mind scethed with questions, the most burning of which was When.
When had it begun? For how long was Dore Skirball Babe Austrian, or,
more to the point, how long was Babe Austrian Dore Skirball? What was
behind it all? The questions were endless; I wanted the answers, but
somchow this didn’t seemn just the right moment.

One look had told me he was sick, sicker than he wanted me to know,
or perhaps knew himself, If he wasn't precisely at death’s door he was
certainly in the neighborhood.

“How arc you, really?” I asked.

“Not top of the heap, as any fool can planly sce. I've got the heart-
break of psoriasis, ducks, I think 'm going to pop off.” He saw my look.
“No, not today, Chazz. I'm likely to be around a bit Ionger. But I had
something on my mind, something [ wanted to consult with you about.
Anyway, | thought it was time to straighten out one or two small details
before T de pop.”

There was a sudden wriggling under the covers, and a small head
appcared: T'iny, the Chihuahua of recent fame; then she sprang altogether
into sight, flew across the bed, tail wagging, and plopped in my lap, where
she began jumping up, trying to lick my face, as though to thank me for
reviving her in the Chicago fire.

Dore patted his thigh. “Tiny, do stop.” The sound of his own, rcal
voice recalled many scencs from earlier times, and I was happy to be
hearing 1t. But I wasn™ letting him off the hook so easily.

“I know one thing,” I said. “I know how Miss Iraly's going to die.”

“Angie? How, love?”

“By my hand. I'm going to murder her for this.”

Dore wagged his head. “I really don’t think so, ducks,” he said.

“Are you going to tell me she 1sn’t in on this whole thing?”

“No, 'm not, but it’s not her doing really. She’s only involved
becausc someone had to be, after Frankie went. I couldn't do it all alone,
you know.”

I was at my most sarcastic. “I suppose not. After Frankie got shot.
And while we’re on the subject, just what dees Frank Adonis have to do
with this?”
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“As it happens, it was all his idea.”

“Come on, Eve, this is Addison, remember?” No one was going to
convince me of that. A hoax on this grand a scale? It wasn't Frank’s style.

Dore was bristling. “If you don’t want to believe me, okay, you can
get the whole story from Madame La Zonga.” He shouted through
cupped hands. “Miss Italy, ger your ass in here.”

I was totally confused as the door opened and Angie Brown appeared
on the threshold.

“What the hell's going on around here?” 1 demanded. “You were
supposed to be playing tennis in the deserr.”

I heard that delicious laugh as she hurried to kiss me. “You darling,”
she said, her arms still around me in a bear hug. “Fancy seeing you like
this.”

[ held her away from me and looked at her. “What’s going on here
anyway?”

She played the mnocent. “I don’t know what you mean, Chazz.
Nothing’s going on, that I know of, Oh—you must mean our little mas-
querade; is that what he means, Dore dear?”

“You'd better tell him. About Frank. He doesn’t believe me.”

“I don’t know what to believe. I wish somebody would explain.”

I sat down and Angie perched on the other corner of the bed. *Dore
wasn't kidding, Chazz; it was Frank’s idea. His and no one else’s. He had
to do it; otherwise he would have ended up with his head in a bucket of
cement.”

“But why?”

“Because of Babe. The real Babe.”

“And the real Baber Suppose we agree on where she’s at these days.”

“Dead,” they said m unison.

I could sce how eager he was to tell me the whole story, but I could
also see that he was exhausted and that my being there was a strain on him.
I decided to let explanations wait and get to the reason for my being
summoned in the first place. Suddenly he seemed to shrink in the bed, and
I could sce he was deeply distressed by something, something more than
the state of his health.

“What is #t? Something to do with Babe?” I asked.

He nodded, but warily. “Maybe—maybe we better save it for later,
Better yet, let Angie tell you.”

I could see he was tired, so [ sat back and listened to Angie explaining
how the back tenant at North Cadman Terrace had turned himself into
one of the greatest female performers of all time.

She really had died in Mexico, Babe: at Rosarita Beach, aboard the
Black Star. There’d been a drunken argument between Ears Satriano and
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Al “Vegas” da Prima. Trying to intervene, Babe had got herself caught
by a bullet. ““They dumped the body overboard and lit out for calmer
waters. Frank flew down to identify the corpse. The minute he saw that
it was Babe, he knew he was in hot water. The idea came to him all at
once. Luckily there was Patsy. Patsy Doyle was the answer, and he saw
how to pull the whole thing off.”

“But why did he identify her as Patsy?”

“Because,” Angie replied, “if he’d said it really was Babe, he was in
trouble with some very nasty characters, Between them they’d put over
a million bucks into a movie, Came/fia. 1f Babe didn’t do the picture, Frank
was a dead duck. It was up to him to pull the chestnuts out of the fire.
So he did.”

“Good old Frank. But who's ‘they’?”

“T'he boys, darling, The Vegas gang, friends of Bugsy’s. They'd
rubbed him out, thev could do the same with Frank. Dore was the way
out. So Frank got Patsy to lic low, then he dug up Patsy’s husband—
Snake-Hips—paid bim to say the body was Patsy’s and do a big number
about avenging her death.”

“Yeah, but what about Patsy? What became of her?”

“*She took the money and ran. Quite a chunk, as 2 matter of fact; she
and Snake really put the screws to Frankie. He was in hock to the banks
for that one. But he made it up on Dore. Anyway, Snake got a job at a
dog track in Miami, Patsy bought hersclf a beauty parlor, and they settled
down.”

I blinked. This was all so neatly carpentered, I couldn’t believe it. Yet
I had to. This was no time for lies; I knew T was getting the real feed.
Angie went on: “And when everything was tied up neatly in Mexico, he
flew straight over to Yuma and Torreon, where he met with Dore and
persuaded him to try the stunt on.”

“Some stunt,” I said.

“It worked, didnt it*”” Angie said. “He brought it off—they both
did.”

“But how?”

“Well, the first thing to do was to let everybody see Babe—Frankie’s
Babe. Right away, pictures had to be in the paper. So he called me to help
Dore put a wardrobe together. He needed the wigs, the shoes, padding,
the works.”

“You did all that?”

Angie grinned, “Why not? For Frank /4 have played Babe.”

“Dorc’s berter,” T said.

“Isn’t he! He was fabulous, right from the start!”
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Clever Frank, he hadn’t let Dore show his face anywhere closc to
home, where discrepancies might have been noted by the ultra-keen.
Frank got the idea of sending him as far away as they could manage. As
soon as Dore showed up in Buenos Aires, he checked in at the Plaza—
checked in as himself, but checked out as Babe Austrian. “And in the
meantime,” Dore said, sitting up in bed, “there was Rollo.”

“Yeah, what about that pumber? Rollo of Argentina? The Tin
King?”

“He wasn’t any kind of king,” Dore went on. Clearly, he was enjoy-
mg himself. “There wasn’t any real Rollo. Rollo was just one more impos-
tor in the game, some joker who owed Frank a favor and worked 1t off
by playing Rollo. Paid to chase Babe and create those screwball scenes to
keep my picture in the papers. Then, when he wasn’t needed anymore,
Rollo got sent home to show off his mustache and spats.”

“Then what?”

“Frank got the biggest theatrical bookers in South America to book
me on a tour,” Dore said. “Babe’s ‘comeback,’ as they called it. I played
my way up to Rio, then to Mexico City, but no closer to home. Frank
wouldn’t let me come back to L.A.”

“And Camellia?”

“That was a pretty sticky wicket. I wasn’t ready to put my face on
the silver screen. But Camellia went before the cameras, right on sched-
ule.”

“But wasn't that just what you feared? Closeups?”

“There weren’t any closeups. If you look hard, you'll notice thar the
closeups on Babe come only when she’s playing Madame La Zonga, the
fortuneteller.”

How many times had I seen Camellia over the years since it was
made? Babe Austrian’s “perfect” farce? But not Babe—Babe hadn’t been
within a country mile of that ilm. It was Dore’s, all Dore’s. Dore Skirball
gave good Babe.

“He worked so hard,” Angie said. “No one knows how hard he
sweated.”

I could imagine. Such a metamorphosis couldn’t come about with a
mere snap of the fingers. But what daring, what foolhardiness—and what
an accomplishment.

“It’s true,” Dore said. “Every word.”

“Just where did your Aunt Bob come in?”

“She refitted alt of Babe's wardrobe for Dore,” Angie said.

*So what about that deal in Torreon?”

Angic looked at Dore, then at me. “You can blame me for that. When
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you mentioned you wanted to go catch Dore’s down-on-the-farm act [
panicked. 1 thought sure we’d blow it. We had to make it look like he'd
been living there for years.”

“What about all that business of the hedroom? All the books and
stuff.”

“That wasn’t my room,” Dore said. “It was Bobbie’s sewing room,
I hadn’t heen there for ages. When Angte said you were coming, we got
together a lot of stuff to make it look as if Dore might live there. Not very
convincing, F'm afraid.”

“You had me fooled. What [ don’t understand 1s—why did you go
to all the trouble? Frank knew, Angic knew, why not me, too?”

Angie shook her head. “No. Sorry, Chazz, but Frank wanted it kept
secret. He made us promise. Nobody was to know, not even you. Don't
take it personally—the more who were in on the gag, the more chance
of its getting out. And if it did, Frank would pay the price.”

“You really loved him, didn’t you?”

She smiled, and let it pass. “Now wc're going to leave you, Dore.”
She got up and held out her hand to me. “Come on. We'll let Hot Stuff
here get hus rest Iike the doctor ordered. You'll see Chazz again,” she told
him and took me out. When she closed the door she sighed and leaned
wearily against the wall. “Well, that wasn’t as tough sledding as I'd fearcd.
He's been awfully upset—having to tell you. None of this is casy on him.”

“What is 1t? How sick is he?” | asked as we went along the hall.

“He puts on a good show, but”—she shrugged helplessly—“he’s
chuckablock with cancer.”

“Isn’t there anything to be done?”

“Nope.”

Poor Dore. When 1 looked at my watch and mentioned that I was
now three-quarters of ant hour late for my lunch date, Angic grabbed my
arm. “No, wat, you can’t go yet. You still don’t know why he wanted
to talk to you.”

She fooked through sume papers on a table and handed me a fancily
engraved envelope.

“What's this?” I asked.

“It’s a letter from the Board of Governors of the Comedy Hall of
Fame, stating that it’s Deen their unanimous decision to present Bahe
Austrian with its annual award. They want to induct her into the Hall of
Fame.”

“But that’s wonderful'” 1 exclaimed.

“Yes, it's a real coup for him, But therc’s a hitch. They expect him
to appear. In person. On television.”

=3

“Can’t someone accept for him?
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“Of course. But he really wants to appear, only he's afraid to. He
thinks it wouldn’t be morally right. It's 2 question of ethics. He thinks if
he just stalls i, he'll—"

“Have 1t awarded it posthumouslv

“Something like that.” She held the kitchen door for me and I passed
through, only to get clobbered by another shock. Sitting at the table were
Pepe, Sluggo McGurk, 2 man I recognized as Waldo Dacey, Babe’s long-
time accompanist, and a fourth individual, a woman. She turned round
in her chair and I was looking at Dore’s Aunt Bob. She jumped up and
gave me a big hug and kiss.

“Many’s the time I've hoped to see you again, Chazz, but not like this.
Well, you've had the whole story by now. What do you think?”

I hardly knew what to say. Aunt Bob had been in the city since the
arrival of the award announcement, and along with the rest of Dore’s
cronies had been trying to persuade him to accept it.

“Don’t you think he should®” she asked.

“Damn right he should. God knows he deserves it.” It seemed we
were all agreed on that.

“And God knows he was much funnier than she ever was,” Waldo
said staunchly. “t1e’s been laying them in the aisles for twenty years. And
his audience was a lot bigger than hers.”

“I can vouch for that,” I said, remembering his Chicago appearance
when they all but torc the place apart.

“Then you should darn well go teil him,” Aunt Bob said. “Persuade
him to do it.”

“Is this what he wanted to talk to me about?” [ asked. Angie nodded.

“Only not today,” she said. “He’s exhausted. Come back romorrow.
Talk to him. He'll listen to you.”

So I left, wishing I was as sure of my powers of persuasion as Angie
was, 'd never known Dore Skirball to listen te anybody.

»m

And there you have it. Or, rather, therc / had it. In spades. Was ever
anything trickier pulled on us, all of us who believed—however lutle—
in the truth of things, in the world’s being round, in water's being two
parts of hydrogen, one of oxygen, in the Trinity, the Seven Seas, Nine
Muses, Twelve Apostles, and fifty-four American presidents? And one,
count him, one Dore Skirballz Oddball. Serewball, too, don't forget, a real
nut-burger. This clever fellow we’d been cozened and duped by, for how
many years? By “we” I mean me and all the millions of others who were
taken in by this incredible piece of trickery.

He really made me feel like a jackass. I kept going over all the clues
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that had lain there but I hadn't been smart enough to pick up on, 2ll the
times he'd deliberately fooled me—Tlike the trip to Torreon and the Cow-
boy Bill scene.

Yes, we'd been duped, but ! decided we’d better make the best of it,
because there was nothing thar was gotng to change the facts; and let me
state 1t emphatically, these are the facts. No mistake, not the least possibility
of error. And what conclusion is to be drawn from them? What theories
to be posited, what to be deduced? This grotesque transfiguration, this Dr,
Jekyll into Miss Hyde {she never married, Babe; of course “she” never
married). Marvin Breckenridge (Myra to yeu) had recourse to the scalpel,
you'll remember, but the transformation of Dore Skirball into the fabled
Babe Austrian, while less surgical, was far more effective in the long
run, 2 psychological alteration that owed more to art than a snip-snip and
some adroit needlework in a high-priced Scandinavian clinic. Physical
scars had he none; yet as to the mental variety, I'm not so surc—or,
rather, 1 am most sure; he had them aplenty. Dore Skirball was to all
intents and purposes a nonentity, born in the dun countryside of the
Texas Panhandle, the dude who emerged not a butterfly, but a moth. Yet
talented, so talented. Never had a lesson, never a coach, yet he had
created out of that reservoir of talent an extraordinary bemg; for all
that, he was thar show-biz oddity, a drag queen. Worse, he had been
pleased-—almost until the end—to let his incredible masquerade pass
unnoted by all but a handful of his fellow beings, and those few pledged
to secrecy.

Yes, Dore Skirball had done something no other man had done in
the entire history of show business. He had successfully taken the place
of u female performer, had impersonated her onstage and off for years,
and no one the wiser. I thought how difhicult it was for most peaple to
lead just one life with any degree of satisfaction, and then I thought
how really difficult it must have been for him to lead two. While he
may have enjoyed playing Babe at given times, especially the onstage
ones, certainly he couldn’t have wanted to be her 4/l the time. Yet
what choice had he? If ever a bed had been made thar would have to be
slept in, this was it. How taxing, to live day after day, month after
month, vear after year, under such circumstances. Very wearing, being
a full-time Babe.

Plainly, it had been what Dore had wanted going in, but coming ourt,
I'm not so sure. Nobody ought to get the idea that he'd ever become Babe
—this wasn’t the old movic gag where the dummy takes over the ventrilo-
quist. Playing Babe had brought him twe things, the glory he’d always
craved and the opportunity to display his talent, plus enough money to
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keep himself in the manner to which he'd always wanted to become
accustomed.

But in playing Babe, Dore had become a walking, talking sclf-denial.
In acting out that role he had abandoned himself while creating his own
myth, and in so doing had become the prisoner of that myth. The Fran-
kenstein doctor’s brainchild had grown into a monster, awesome and grim
in its towering force, much more than some Karloffian movie creature
with a steel bolt through the neck and 2 stitched-on forehead.

Now a party to this outrageous secret, I undertook to get to know
him better, this masquerader, Dore Skirball. Yet, looking back, I find I
never really got to know him at all, and T wonder if he wasn’t unknowable
to everyone, friends and strangers alike. I realize he was of a far more
serious makeup than I recalled his being back in the zany days of the Petit
Trianon, but, then, as we grow older we all find out how much more
serious life is, or we should. If he’d once been a gay spirit, in the true sense
of that word, he’d become a sober citizen in the years that had intervened.
Funny, yes, witty, cutrageous, yes, all those, but he'd seen enough of Iife
to know just how carnest 2 proposition it really was.

Now, having lived the life of Babe Austrian, he was faced with dying
his own death, the death of Dore Skirball, And though he appeared to be
facing it with equanimity, [ had doubts. Equanimity and mortality seldom
go hand 1n hand; rather, they're mutually exclusive. However serenc one
may appear to be on the surface, there must be inner turmoil, regret,
remorse, the deadening realization of things left unfinished or never
begun, all skillfully hidden.

Still, Dore presented an admirable fagade—if that’s what 1t was. He
seldom spoke of his wasting disease; he tried as best he could to behave
as if it weren’t wearing him down, even though his detcrioration was
perfectly abvious to all of us.

His secret remained a well-kept one. Of the living, only Aunt Bob,
Angie, Sluggo, Pepe, Waldo, and myself were awarc that the entity who
mnhabited the penthouse premises in the Sunset Towers was not that
legendary show-business personality and star, Miss Babe Austrian, but,
rather, the former chair upholsterer, female impersonator, and all-round
Krazy Kat. That’s how it was, and nothing was going to change that, not
while Dore Skirball lived.

In the weeks that followed, I never heard him complain. He main-
rained a steadfast air of muted resignation, as if he'd had his fun and
regretted none of it. Now time was running out and he would go gently
into that good night. But afterward? What was to happen then? Was his
outrageous secret to be carried with him to the grave? Would the world
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never learn that someone clse, 2 male, had inhabited the person of the great
star whom the public had known for fifty years as Babe Austrian?

I went back to the Towers and joined Angie in trying to convince him
that there was nothing wrong in his accepting the award. [ knew how
important it was to him, but he had developed a bad case of nerves, as if
he thought that to appear agamn as Babe in front of an audience might
somehow cxpose the masguerade and hold him up to public ridicule.
Because of his ifiness, to get up and be Babe again was going to drain him,
and he was terrified of failing. His anguished expression was terrihle to
sec. “But how?” he moaned. “How?”

“How what?” I returned with 2 studied show of nonchalance.

“How can I? Go? To the thing? Ilow?”

“That’s what Cinderella asked,” Angie said.

“I know, fairy godmother, very funny.”

“I'll tell you how,” 1 said, deciding to talk turkey. “You get your ass
out of that gauze cocoon you're lying in and you put on your drag—no,
not just any old drag, I mean your highest drag, the very tip-top beaded
drag, you put on your Tina Louise shoes and your Maric Windsor fall and
your Grace Kelly gloves and all your diamantés, and you get yourself all
cranked up—you take a deep breath and you simply go, that’s how.”

“God damn 1t, [ can’t.”

“Why not?”

He began to blather and blabber and we sat there listening while it
all came out. He couldn’t possibly appear becausc the award was meant
for Babe, not for him; the real Babe, not the fake. Babe was dead and he,
Dore, was a fraud and how could he go and accept it when it wasn't his,
it was hers, and he wasn't her, he was him, and she was Babe, and when
he had to face Lucille Ball, Queen of Comics, in front of a TV camera and
accept the award as if it were hers he meant his—it was too much.

“Bullshit,” pronounced Angie and let him have it. “Look, pismire,
you've been fooling everyonc for years, and a good job, too—nobody ever
tumbled, not even in Chicago, when Sluggo was dragging you out of the
presidential suite and you didn’t have 2 face on or a wig or anything but
your own jockey shorts. Then was the time you should have been scared,
but you weren’t. Not for yourself, and not for being discovered. Fraud?
Sure, if you want. But Dore gives good fraud, remember? Nobody better.
Chazz is right; you hau! your ass out of bed and get your act together.”

Stiil he protested. “Bue I didn’t earn it—it’s not mine, 1 tell you.”

“And we say it 1s! Maybe yours more than hers. Think about that,
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Anyway, she’s not here to get it. Bat you are. And while it seems not to
have occarred to you at all, there's one person you ought to be thinking
about right now.”

“Oh God, don’t tell me, let me guess. The Virgin Mary. Pope John
the Twenty-third. Alaric the Hun. Peaches Browning. Mickey Mouse.
Madonna.”

“Don’t be an idiot. You know who I'm talking about. And if Frank
is the one who snared you into this life of deception to begin with, think
how he’d feel, knowing you were being offered a place in the Hall of Fame
for it all. It’s a first, a real first. Frankie would love it. He’s up there looking
down and saying, That shithead gets the plum and hasn’t even got the guts
to pick it.”

Dore shot his brows. “Somchow [ tend to doubt that Frankic 1s ‘up’
anywhere looking down. Still . . .” He frowned and bit his cuticle while
he thought. “I suppose you're right; Frankie would be mad. And I'd be
an asshole. How often does a broad—or should T say fraud—cver get this
ladd on him?”

“Her.”

“If you like. It’s stull confusing.”

“Will you do 1t2”

“I have to sleep on it.”

“You've already slept on it. Yes or no?”

His expression brightened. “All right, ducks, let's do it. There re-
mains, however, the question of wardrobe. In the words of Marie An-
toinette, I haven’t a thing to wear.”

I scoffed. “You've got a closct full of rags in there. Whatever hap-
pened to that gold lamé?”

“The Claire Regrett®> You must be crazy—my Claire would never fit
me now.”

He was referring to his weight loss. It was his illness that kept getting
in the way. I tended to forget this was a dying case, that the Dore—or
Babe, rather—the one I'd seen in Chicago, was not the same person. This
was a sixty-year-old man who’d bought his ticket for the Big Drag Show
in the Sky and was soon to be on his way. Yet for now, just now, the last
now he’d ever know, it all had to come off smooth as silk. Angel cake
frosted with Dream Whip.

In the annals of filmdom the rites of passage from this world to the next
are often accompanied by extravagant, even bizarre, obsequies. On film,
a plump, crazed movie fan rears off the veil of Mrs. Norman Maine and
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Janet Gaynor shricks and faints in the arms of Adolphe Menjou. Norma
Desmond in tapestried tamé has ric Von Stroheim inter her pet chim-
panzee in the rose garden. Trench-coated and dry-eyed, Humphrey Bo-
gart warches Ava Gardner buried, bare feet and all, amid a sea of black
umbrellas in the Tuscan eountryside. Offscreen it’s much the same:
Hollywoodites like to bid adieu to their dear departed with richest pomp
and no little circumnstance; a really top drawer funcral will pull a score of
limousines, casy; maybe forty or even fifty. A horde of devotees falls upon
Campbell’s Funeral Parlor on New York’s upper Madison Avenue, where
Judy Garland 1s coflined and blanketed under gardenias, though there's
no dough to lay her away. At other funerals the called-upon stand up ar
the mike and say kind things about people they hated. As a wag once said
when the services were packed for an unloved movie mogul, “Give 'em
what they want and they’ll all turn out for it.” The histrionics of the
grief-stricken Pola Negri at Rudy Valentino’s funeral were nothing com-
pared to those of Claire Regrett ar Frank Adonis’s, and while today we
don’t scem to have anyone prostrating himself over the Lucite coffin of
the departed Miss Austrian (I have to tell you, the glass coffin bit was all
Dore Skirbail's own idea; he claimed it was the Snow White coming out
in him), but I've been noticing the Instamatics clicking all over the place.

Yes, we're back at that funeral again: several Babe-mourners have had
their photos snapped at the head of the corpse, braving the glare of those
shining locks. You can’t blame her fans for wanting to memorialize the
moment—how often does a Babe Austrian dic? Well, in this instance
twice, if you get what I mean—Dbut this is a special case. I'R say this for
Babe, repose becomes her.

There’s this woman, a real looneytune, her name is Sarah Wal-
something, her whole damn life is funerals, nothing bur funerals. She
spends her every waking hour either going to funerals or scaring them up.
The obituary page in the Los Angeles Times is her Bible. She docsn't
subscribe to the paper, nor does she ever buy it; she grubs it out of trash
cans and is reputed to spend endless hours jotting down the names of the
deceased, the time of burial, and the location. She particularly enjoys
reading the obits in Variety and 7he Reporter, for here the names of the
Hollywood famous are more likely to be found.

Torcad *. .. Burial plans pending” annoys Sarah no end. She wants
to know where they're being buried and when. The more famous, the
harder she tries. She’s even been heard to say that when Garbo dics, she
plans on flying all the way to New York to be on hand for the burial. I
have a hunch about that: 1 don’t think Garbo wilt want 2 public dispiay.
But right now I'm wondering if she’s here—not Garbo, Sarah whosis—
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here at Babe’s funcral. I mean, this thing is somcthing to tell your children
about. You want to write home about this one. They’d never believe it
in Keokuk.

And what wouldn’t Sarah give to know the truth? If she reads this
she'll shit hittle green bugs. Is it really to be believed, that over there in
that glass—plastic2—box lies the earthly remains of Babe Austrian ak.a.
Dore Skirball? 1 mean, how Monegram can you get?

I know that when what I've written here gets around, the cat will be
out of the bag for sure. I told Dore | wasn’t much interested in cats and
bags, but he made me promise. It was part of the deal: if he got up there
and accepted the award from Lucy Ball, I'd write the whole thing down,
start to finish. And 1 have. There’s no guarantee they’ll print this, of
course, but there’s always the chance.

To the last he did 2 bang-up joh. Really sensational. He was a super
riot at the Comedy Hall of Fame tbing, he had them rolling in the aisles.
Gave them “Windy City Blues,” a little “I'se A-muggins boomp-dah-de-
ah-dah.” The voice cracked once, but only once, and it never fazed him
for a second. He just plowed right on through to the end. Ethel Merman
nerves, that’s Dore.

Th-th-that ¥ all, folks! Time to get back to the old drawing board.
Let’s hear it for Hollywood Memorial. Byc, Bob; bye, Phyllis; bye, Dean.
The media are interviewing Hope. “One of the really true show-business
greats,” | hear him proclaiming. I squeeze Angie’s elbow as we pass; she
stifles a smigger. “T'ruer words were never spoke,” says Aunt Bob.

As we wend our way along to the parking lot we hear the carillon
ringing, its clear, silvery notes that float out across the green grass, their
sound reminding me of something Dore once said about Claire Regrett:
being married to her must be like being married to Saint Patrick’s Cathe-
dral, because she clanged so loudly—"usually on the hour.”

Ding-dong ding-dong. Pax vobiscum, Babe.
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[ think I kad always been a little in love with Belinda Carroll, or something
akin to love. What name do you put to the passionately inchoate feelings
of a thirteen-year-old for a young screen goddess recentdy discovered by
him? So it was for me, back in the late thirties when her newly fledged
career was just sort of bumbling along and 1 fArst saw her in Floney
Brewster. In the next few years | and thousands of others hike me watched
her shed the last of her baby fat, grow breasts, find her waistline, lighten
her locks, drive a sports roadster with wire wheels and balloon tires, wear
an angora sweater, put flowers in her hair, and dance the thumba. I applied
myself zealously to Belinda-watching, and since I loved her desperately,
[ fooked for a way to advertise my feclings.

One winter the ccliar of our modest Dutch-colonial house flooded.
This was weird, its flooding, when we lived on a hill, but there it was,
water up to the knees of the Kelvinator washer, and when those waters
receded, plumbers had to be brought in to dov some work, When they left,
there was a small pateh of wet cement, some twelve by twelve inches, on
the Roor. On a whim 1 took 2 large spike and with foving care inscribed
the initiafs B.C. over my own, with 2 plus sign in between, and enclosed
the whole with a crudely drawn heart.

In those days there were three prime beauties in T'inseltown, three
MGM beauties. Garbo was going or gone, likewise Claire Regrett, but
there were Hedy Lamarr, incredible creature, Lana TFurner, ditto, and
Belinda Carroll. All three were favorite pin-up girls during the war, along
with Columbia’s Hayworth and Fox's Grable, but though the war was to
bring me into contact with several stars, there was nothing deing with
Belinda. I never laid eyes on her for another ten years.

I remember the first time [ ever saw her in the flesh. Tt was at North
Cadman Place, soon after I first went out to Hollywood to try my luck.
[ was waxing my surfboard in the alley, and when 1 heard a car behind



104 ALL THAT GLITTERS

me I turned to sce this big white Caddy barreling along, kicking up a
cloud of dust. The car screcched to a halt, and she stood up in it and
grinned at me, this blonde creature in an angora sweater and a scarf tied
cowboy style around her neck. “Hi, Charlie,” she calls like we're old
friends, “can I leave my jalopy here a sec?” She jumps out and hustles
upstairs to Angie’s. Then T hear them giggling up there and after a
moment Angie hangs her head over the windowsill and says, “She wants
to know if you'rc married.”

I say to ask Jenny.

But I hurried my wax job along and when I went in again Angic’s
apartment was quiet; they’d gonc off somewhere in her car, which was
always parked out front on the street, while the whire Caddy stood block-
ing the alley. The keys were in the ignition, so I moved it—one more
movie star was nothing to the Beverly Elills cops—and I held on to the
keys so she’d have to come and get them. When she came, it was Jenny
who handed them over; [ was in the shower. But she got the picture that
I was married.

She’s had a sad life, a rotten life in a lot of respects. Not many girls
would have survived all the crap she went through in the forty-odd years
since Frankie discovered her—the men, the binges, the nightclub fracases,
the jails, the headlines—the murder—the comebacks, one two three come-
backs, each one historical, each one again proving that you can’t keep a
good girl down.

The Belinda of today is hardly the Belinda 1 first fell for; of course
she’s not, none of us is the same as we were so many years ago. But though
so greatly altered, she still has that same spark, that wonderful glow, that
magical, impalpahle Thing that made her a star. After everything else was
burned away in the crucible, what remained was pure gold, and that’s
Blindy today, purc gold.

Claire Regrett was a self-made creation. She invented herself, and
when one model went to the junkheap, a new model quickly appeared in
its place, auto-incarnated, more modern, more streamlined, more in tune
with the times. Claire was the phoenix, arising to new life from the hot
ashes of its own immolation, feathers intact, her song rcnewed.

Belinda was another story. Belinda was nearly always the same; the
basic model saw a few changes, a bit of updating, maybe a few of the latest
attachments, but it was alwavs the same—Belinda, through and through.
Clairc went on for nearly forty years, like Old Man Moses, and when she
was done she was done and that was it. After her last vampire movic she
pulled the plug on her carcer and curled up in her Manhartan penthouse
and died, Belinda's still going strong, though, and she’s not about to curl
up anywherc unless it’s on a Chesterficld sofa. If you could see her you'd
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know she’s happy; she’s put the past where it belongs, in the past, and
byganes are all bygones. She may not always have been the most sensible
girl, but she’s fairly practical now; I might cven say she's sage.

[t was Frankie, of course, Frankie who made her. Belinda Carroll was
really his creation, though many people still don’t realize how much his
creation she was. He loved her in a way that was so special, he had such
high regard for her; even at her very worst he seldom got mad at her, the
way he did with Babe or Claire or Frances or any of the rest—except
April, of course; April was always that special case, wasn’t she? But Frank
discovered Belinda, got her established, had her trained; he even thoughe
up her name—Belinda after Belinda Cox, a girl he'd known in high school,
Carroll from Madeleine Carroll, the stately blonde English actress; he put
up with her stage mother of all stage mothers, Funice, who never received
anything but good from Frank and who never paid him back in kind; he
took Belinda to Metro, saw her set there, then because of her mother's
machinations saw her booted out, only to make them take her back again.
He found the Honey Brewster series for her, convinced the studio brass
that she was a ot more than just another pretty face, a nice pair of boobs,
then later saw her through so many of her troubles, her broken romances,
her downslides, her vicious bout with alcoholism in the sixties, all the
troubles that came from her fatal desire to do herself in any way she could
manage it.

Frank was Belinda’s storm anchor through so many years, the person
who understood her best and who never stopped trying to make some-
thing wonderful of her. He did it, too. The shame is, he never lived o
sce her at the pinnacle she at last attained. Today she’s reured, she's a
hausfrau; all her homemaking instincts finally emerged—she makes scrap
quilts, she sews baby clothes (for other women’s babies), she does charity
work (“The Frank O. Adonis Foundation for the Underprivileged of
New York”), she leads the life of a solid citizen. No, no, she has no plans
to return to the screen.

The lady who lives in Manhattan now and lunches and leads a useful,
prosperous, happy life 1s a far cry from the twelve-year-old kid who was
discovered singing pentecostal hymns outside the Four-Square Gospel
Temple across from Echo Park in downtown Los Angeles. Leave it to
Eunice Apper to be a devotee of Aimec Semple McPherson—Aimee, who
couldn’t keep her hands off the buttons on a man’s fly if she tried. There
was some kind of service going on inside; this was on Good Friday of the
year 193s—historic date—and Frank had been downtown for a court
procecding. He happened by in his new car and saw this kid on the corner;
she even had a tambourine in her hand; there was a small crowd around
her and she was belting out “Nearer My God to Thee” as if she werc
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going down on the Titanic. He tore around the block to check her our
again, then parked and went over to speak to her, found out her name and
that she’d been singing nearly all her life. She had that golden hair and
those cornflower-blue eyes and he liked her manner. She was pretty, she
was merry, she was ingratiating—she had sTar written across her fore-
head. He asked her the sixty-four-dollar question, would she like to be in
the movies? Sure, why not? came the reply. He had a camera and was
grabbing off a couple of shots when here came this broad-hipped Valkyrie
flying down the steps, failing at him with her pocketbook. That was
Eunice, her mother, off to 2 bad start.

Eunice was a holy terror, and much has been written about the way
she pushed her talented daughter, pushed hard at all the people who had
her best interests at heart, how she finally got herself barred from the
MGM lot, attempted to influence the child’s career through a highly
unsatisfactory home life, and in the end produced the neurasthenic teen-
ager who thought tife on a dance fAoor was much more important than
Iife lived on the square. At sweet eighteen Belinda was already a fre-
quenter of the Sunsct Strip nightclubs, of which there were many in those
days, and since she was past the age of consent nobody could do a thing
about it. Unless it was Louis Mayer himself, who talked until he was blue
in the face, though in the end even his fatherly pats did no good.

While it was Frank who’d brought Belinda to MGM, it was Sam
Ueberroth who’d kept her there, even after her option was nearly allowed
to lapsc {at a drop of the hanky by Miss Claire Regrett; at thar time they
were still listening to Claire). Upon learning that Belinda was on her way
out, S2m rushed from his offices on the other side of the lot straight to the
Thalberg Building, where, the story goes, he shed real tears before the
mighty I..B., pleading with him not to drop the girl, and threatening that
if she was let go, he, too, would leave: he would take her to Universal or
some such place and make her a bigger star than Deanna Durbin. L.B.
never liked hearing about Deanna Durbin, who had slipped through his
fingers but whom he always regarded as rightfully an MGM property, and
while he had his Mickey and his Judy and his [ana, he thought again and
had his secretary, the all-powerful Ida Koverman, call down to Casting
and rescind the fatal pink slip.

The moviegoing public had already been treared to Judy Garland's
sentimental singing of “You Made Me Love You” to an 810 glossy of
Clark Gable in 2 Broadway Melody picture, but when Belinda Carroll
danced with a dummy of Fred Astaire, audiences applauded the sereen.
This was in the justly noted Technicolor dream sequence from 7he FPrince
and the Chambermaid, when Sissie the chambermaid falls asleep in the
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royal suite and dreamns that she’s Ginger Rogers and that a mannequin in
white tic and tails is Fred. Where did she learn to dance, this little girl of
so many talents? A dance director taught her on her lunch hours, in the
alley; she was learning camel walks and buck-and-wings between her
Studies of the Ancient World and her English grammar.

Frank later confessed to me that he'd been awarded a secret bonus
by Mayer himself for bringing Belinda into her own, with an extra five
grand tossed in just for thinking up her name. Frank guided her career
for nearly forty years and was responsible for most of her hits; but there
was more than that to the picture, as we all know. The morning after
Frank had been killed, when the papers were full of the thing, people liked
to remember how Belinda Carroll had had that girlhood crush on him, her
discoverer.

“I'll never marry anyone else,” she was quoted as saying back then.
“I don't care how much older he is, 1 want him to wait for me to finish
growing up.”

Schoolgirl crush, yes; but a bad one, very serious for her. Ir lasted for
quite a few years, and if Frank had been in any way inclined to wait for
her to mature, who knows what might have happened? When she was
sixteen, he gave her a silver heart studded with baby diamonds, and she
wore it for years. She saved every card, note, telegram he ever sent her,
and had as many pictures of him as fans had of her in their collections.
To her, the goddess, Frank was a god—=Zeus, highest on Olympus, whose
dark head was always surrounded by golden clouds.

Later on, when she was grown and Eunice was causing her all that
unsecessary mnisery, Frank would be her sometime escort at one affair or
another—this was before he married Frances, and it didn’t hurt for him
to be seen with his own discovery on his arm—but Eunice hated it. She
detested the man, mainly because he’d wrested away from her any control
over Belinda; but of course by that time it was too late, the damage was
done.

Those were Belinda’s plum years, the apple-pie years in which she
made her fullest mark as that juicy, fruity blonde, that luscious creature
from whose cherry lips “the honey fairly dripped.” In those mad forties
Sunset Strip cvenings when the beat was Latin and the hips and asses
swurng in jungle prints on white crepe and the girls all wanted to look just
like her, she was It. { mean ft; Clara Bow couldn’t hold 2 candle, and
forget Ann Sheridan and her “oomph,” whatever that was. There was
Blindy-baby fanning her pretty tail around the floor at the Trocadero
while the gardenia in her hair wilted and she danced with Ty and Hank
and Buich and Bob and the rest of the wolfpack, little dreaming that,
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like the Trocadero itself, ber life would become just another parking lot.

Of course, it was the famous “Honey™ pictures that did it—that Louis
B. blend of vanilla milkshake, all-American-girl sex and flunked algebra
—that really launched Belinda into the big leagues. This is interesting
because the author of the first “Honey™ script was none other than
Frankic Adonis himself. The movie Honey was his creation, he drew the
pattern of the character to fit Belinda’s shapely shape, the role was surefire.
(True, Honey’s were programmers, along with the Hardy pictures and the
Dr. Kildare’s and the Maisie's before them, but like those series, these were
immensely popular. They were also Louic Mayer's pets. He adored the
character of Honey, who was the world’s great innocent, with that baby
voice and those big bluc eyes, the way she batted her lashes and showed
off that glorious fanny. She was every guy’s dreamgirl, and cven before
she’d become a full-fledged star, G.Ls were making her their favorite
pin-up.)

People uscd to say she was just another dumb Hollywood tootsie cast
in the dimwitted mold, but people would learn to eat their words, Maybe
she wasn’t a brain like Myrna Loy; what education she had she’d got at
the studio school, but when it came to the abc’s, she had something the
customers were buying, and she put it all in a stack of angora sweaters two
feet high.

When her life, personal and professional, began coming apart at the
seams, no one was sadder than [, though what happened took on a quick,
knifelike inevitability, No one that joyful and bursting with the juice of
youth could have avoided being one more movieland statistic; she was in
love with Iife, Romance was her courtier, iltusion the pillow where she
laid her pretty head. She was the girl of any man’s dreams; she attracted
men the way molasses gets flies. She was also the natural prey of unscrupu-
lous males, and this was her Lifelong problem. No—her real problem was
in making up her mind among all her husbands and boyfriends and lovers,
the ones she wanted and then didn't want and then wanted again, then
didn't after all. It probably sounds crazy to say she was a one-man woman,
but I really believe that way down deep she was, right from the beginning.
The man, naturally, was Frank Adonis, only the two of them didn’t know
it; or maybe she did and he didn’t. He was older, but not that much. She
told me once that the other men in her life were only interludes, Frank
was the main event, he was what she’d always really waneed. And I can
believe it, even in the face of all the rest that happened.

What she most wanted was to be loved, really and truly loved. She
craved love. She reached out for it everywbere she went, and when she
was without it she went looking for it, often in all the wrong places.
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She found it, of course, in Frank. [ always thought she did. After that
wild and restless careering around the movie curves, thae long and fruitless
scarch, all those scary romantic collisions she kept having over twenty-
five, no, thirty years, to find everything she’d been looking for in Frankie
Adonis, man of her dreams—there were palpable ironies involved there,
and worse ones later, when he lay dead on a slab in the morgue and she’d
lost him for all time.

He'd been first and he’d been last, first among the many, last above
all. And, in between, the others: no. 1 Dick Pritchard, no. z Perry Antrim,
no. 3 Grant Potter, no. g—well, no. 4 would have been Frankie if
Frankie'd ever made it.

Everybody says Dick was a real sweetheart of a guy, would have
made her a terrific mate—if she hadn’t been an up-and-coming movie star
and he hadn’t been killed. Dick, alas, was short and sweet. She met him
on a Government Bond Tour; they got married in Chicago when Eunice
wasn't around; she followed him back to the training base and lived with
him in the married men’s barracks. ‘T'hen she followed him to another base
and lived in a Quenset hur then she followed him to San Francisco and
waved her hanky while he shipped out through the Golden Gate. After-
ward she went back home, cried her cyes out, made peace with Louis B,
and the studio. They stuck her in Honey Goes to Mexico, last in that serices,
She announced she was pregnant and Hedda said she was knitting booties,
hoping for a boy. Dick Junior. Louis B. himself flew south with the bad
news: Dick’s PBY had been downed in the Lingayen Gulf.

She had to be sedated, she swore she didn’t want to live, then she
miscarried. Production on the movie location shut down, Honey finished
going to Mexico on the Culver backlot, but there was nn fiesta. Louella
called her “Movicland’s most tragic widow.” Louis B. got one of his hot
ideas and they came up with a script called Wartime Widow, the poignant
story of a poignant small-town girl who poignantly faces widowhood,
mostly in poignant black, until Young Doctor Malone moves onto the
block and things lighten up. Van Johnson was the doc, and he carried the
real-life widow to even greater heights of stardom. Black-and-white, made
for 250 thou, big grosses, opened at the Capitol on Broadway, she did PA’s
nanenwide, sold lots of bonds, got voted “Girl We Most Want to See
Victory In With,” forget the syntax.

In 1945, after the German collapse in France, they sent Perry Antrim
home as one of the nation’s most decorated herocs. Frank and Frances
Adonis gave a party in bis honor and the whole town turned out in best
bib and tucker. Belinda was on hand. “1 took a look at all that fruit salad
and 1 just flipped,” she was quoted by Ruthie Waterbury in Photoplay.
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Having allowed her to admire his ribbons, Perry drove her home. She
invited him in; they sat in the sunporch and necked untit Kunice came
down and threw him the hell out. “My litile girl is stull widowed,” she
informed Perry, pushing him toward the front door, “and she doesn’t put
out for servicemen, I don’t care how many goddamn ribbons you got.”

On the weckend Belinda kissed Eunice goodbye and went off—she
said—to Catalina on a fun cruise with some friends. Actually she headed
for Union Station, boarded the Lark for San Francisco, and en reute was
joined to Perry Antrim in the legal bonds of holy matrimony, standing
up in the club car with Frankie Adonis and Angelina Brown for witnesses.
Whom God hath joined together let no man put asunder. They honey-
mooned at the St. Francis and made every paper in North America.
Eunice wept like Lot.

Now, forty years later, Perry Antrim remains that same glamorous
figure whose name and face ring in the memory, reminding us of our lost
youths and of the other great adventurers of that same generation, Lind-
bergh, Wiley Post, Richard Halliburton. As Hollywood's Crown Prince,
heir to that great family of actors, whose likeness appeared regularly in
the magazines from the day of his birth, he acquired that permanent
crmine-tipped mantle of fame and glory that few may wrap themsclves in.
When Lucky Lindy set his Spirit of St. Louis down in Paris, Perry was
only a boy, hiking at Yosemite {American rotogravures of the period show
him perched on the top of Half Dome after scaling its granite face}, 2 boy
who enjoyed sports, especially sailing—when he was fourteen his father
had bought him the Guinevere, that trim sloop which at twenty he traded
in for the Maude, which he took round the world, visiting celebrated
figures and heads of state.

When Belinda married Perry, he was the all-American warrior, the
most talked-about and decorated hero of the war. At this time nobody had
even heard of Audie Murphy, while the whole world knew who Perry
Antrim was; they knew almost everything there was to be known about
him-—twenty years of Perry-watching had informed anyone who cared
to know what he ate for breakfast (hot oatmeal, a banana, raisin-¢innamon
toast), what he wore to bed (flannel pajamas}), what his favorite color was
(blue, like his mother’s eyes), his favorite song (“Red Sails in the Sunset”).

He kept on making headlines—right up to the end of his hfe, and
after. From the grave he came back in black-and-white 5.0-pica print. That
time he’d disappeared for good, and it was onc of the saddest tales cver
told, how the famous playboy-cxplorer went up the headwaters of the
Oroyoeco and never came down again until they brought his head out of
the jungle, shrunk to the size of a croquet ball. I know you remember the
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grisly story that swept the nation in ’s4, but no one knows to this day if
it was true that the head was indeed Perry’s, even though the man who
brought it out guaranteed its provenance when he tried to sell it to Perry’s
widow.

If Perry Antrim were alive today, as his mother was until only a few
years ago, how many tales would he have to tell about his exploits, his
adventures, his travels, his many meetings with the famous of the world?
I always thought The Seven Pillars of Wisdom read like Little Orphan
Annie compared to Olympus Crowned and Letters from My Raft, Perry’s
two most popular books.

No wonder the ladies were dazzled by him—what didn’t he have?
Background, fame, prestige, money, brains, looks, and an intrepidness not
to be seen short of the exploits of Paul Bunyan. For a girl, to have grown
up in the thirties was to have heen charmed and fascinated from afar by
this young god, and for a lad who'd never stepped in front of the camera
—mevie acting wasn’t for him, he said—Perry Antrim was every bit as
famous as Jackie Cooper or Mickey Rooney. For a decade and more,
pictures of him had appeared regularly, Perry on the back of his famous
horse, Ready-Go, aboard the Guinevere, performing prodigious feats with
his archery set or his rifles, boxing with one of the professional pugilists
his father had picked out for him to spar against, or showing some famous
visitor or other through his cqually famous “Playhouse.”

As anyone over fifty knows, this Playhouse, so-called, was every bit
as celebrated as the individual for whom it had been created. It was an
amusing conceit of Crispin Antrim’s that his son should be provided with
a magical kingdom of his own on the grounds of Sunnyside, a boy’s
playhcuse as might be imagined by some great artist. Consequently the
building called “the Lodge,” which had heen built by the original owner
as a guesthouse, was revamped into a boy’s idea of heaven. The walls had
been frescoed by Howard Chandler Christy i fanciful visions of castles
with golden turrets flying scarlet pennants, broad green moors where
silver-mailed knights jousted with lances before their ladies fair, a forest
where Robin Hood robbed the rich to give to the poor, and where a
rainbow arched across a vault of sky painted cerulean blue. From the
carved beams werc hung bison heads and the horns of moose and stags,
there was an indoor slide from the second story to the first, there was a
hilliard table (gents shot pool, gentlemen played hilliards), and in the
lewer room, surrounded by mnllioned windows set with panes of colored
glass, was a wide, deep window seat where a boy could loll over picture
books containing tales of pirates and buried treasure or of balloon flights
to the face of the moon. The Playhouse sat perhaps threc hundred yards



112 ALL THAT GLITTERS

from the main house, and it was here that Perry always claimed he had
spent his happiest boyhood hours. And it was here, to the Playhouse, that
he brought his first bride, Claire Regrett, following their elopement. The
house was enlarged, a kitchen was installed, as well as a nursery, and it
was there that Claire, unaware of what lay in store, was obliged to live
cheek by jowl with her in-laws. An impractical arrangement, for the
couple did little more than sleep there; their real, practical life was lived
at a three-hundred-yard remove, over at the big house, where the currents
of the outer world stirred the curtains and Aldous Huxley and Stella
Campbell came to lunch on squab under glass.

There were times to come when Claire would be heard publicly to
damn the Playhousc and all its Bavarian gimerackery, and while she
herself had sewed the curtains for the rooms, it was Maude who'd picked
out the chintz. The big conflict was over the Christy murals: a sacrilege
to paint them out, declared Crispin, and so they remained, and Claire
studicd her Fanny Farmer cookbook amid medicval damsels and men of
derring-do.

Finally the murals were taken down, their canvases carefully rolled
and packed away, the plaster was painted Perry’s favorite shade of blue,
and all vestiges of a boy’s playhousc were done away with, though it
retained its designation for the rest of its natural life. The whole thing was
a cunning idea, but of course fatal to budding matrimony. Better they
should have begun housekeeping in a West Hollywood bungalow than to
reside in that charming domicile under the benign wing of Maude and
Crispin.

I can still recall a layout from an carly Photoplay, showing the
younger Antrims hanging out the windows of their bide-a-wee. And
there was Perry in a “I'yrolean hat, and Claire in a rickracked apron,
whipping up popovers. And there were the two of them smiling skit-
tishly in their bedroom, which featured a giant-size porcelain stove
brought from Stockholm and converted from coal to gas to keep them
warm,

It was all Crispin’s doing, of course; he would have it so. He wanted
his son close by, so they could talk things over every day and go riding
together. It was an idea he had of family unity. Poor Claire was a novice
when it came to such matters, and there was no way she could have
successfully vetoed Crispin Antrim’s plan. In fact she adored living there
—at first. T'o be a member of the Antrim clan was a great step upward,
socially speaking; to be living at Sunnyside, where kings and queens
regularly swung in and out the doers, was an even greater coup. No
woman in her right mind would have declined the opportunity—think of
the publicity! And she suffered accordingly.
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Not so Perry’s next wife. When it came Belinda’s turn she was able
to profit from her predecessor’s error. Also, by that time, after the war,
Perry was older and more mature and realized that his father’s romantic
fancies could no longer rule the son’s life, and so the younger Antrims
purchased the Mandeville Canyon ranch where the senior Antrims could
comc and be entertained—and then leave.

It was judged a wise move, and with Perry as her husband it seemed
that Belinda was finding happiness at last. That it was a Jove match there
was no disputing. Theirs was one of the great love stories, on a par with
that of the Windsors, though it may have lacked the same historical
implications. But the Windsors were by now aging and middle-drawer,
while the Antrims were set squarely in the top one.

They went to Chichén Itzd for their honeymoon, where Perry par-
took in a dig for ancient shards, since he was interested in Mayan history
and culture. They took ship for Nome, where Perry studied the composi-
tion of the Alaskan tundra. His wife was photographed by National (seo-
graphic, wearing a parka of mink. Then they sailed for Genoa, and in
Rome Perry was honored by the government for his bravery during the
Italian Campaign. Field Marshal Montgomery himsclf arrived to be on
hand when the young warrior was decorated, and a shot of the old warrior
bussing the young warrior’s wife hit the cover of Life.

During the seven-ycar period of this, her second and most blessed
union, Belinda Carroll appeared in only two films, I Only Loved You
Twice, opposite Jimmy Stewart, and Tarnisbed Angel, with Van Heflin.
She did, however, star in a production of her own when she gave birth
by Caesarean section to a female child, the adorable Faun, whom she had
named after the cunning fawn sent her by a fan as a christening present.
And if it was in any way prophetic that the spelling of the child’s name
differed from the beast’s, referring instead to the mischievous goat-footed,
horned creature who plays a flute and dances in the moonlight, no one
realized it at the time. But of course no one was even thinking of such
things as they all smiled down at the hittle swaddled darling in the antique
cradle, the same cradle that had once held her own father. Maude had had
the cradle put safely away in the attic, saved against the day when it would
be needed again; it was brought down, refurbished, and the new infant
placed inside, and Nana herself rocked ir to sleep.

Half a decade of wedded bliss was all they had, one of the most
famous couples in the world. The Lindbergh kidnapping having blighted
his own youth, Perry had decreed that no photographs were to be taken
of his daughter, that she was never to be present at interviews, and that
she was to be kept out of the public eye. Belinda agreed; she didn’t want
her baby stolen by some madman. So the child was sheltered and kept
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apart, and no pictures of her were ever printed until Faun became interest-
ing to the press for all the wrong reasons.

In 1950 Perry heard abour Dr. Keynes, an English missionary who
had gone into the Borneo jungle in order to bring the gospel to the native
tribes, known to be hostile, and had not been heard from again. The
desperate pleas of his wife for some brave man to go in and find her
husband, dead or alive, moved Perry, and he announced to the press that
he would undertake the dangerous mission; so good a man as Dr. Keynes
should not be left to perish if it was possible to save him. It was fully two
years before Perry was able to mount his expedition, and in June he kissed
Beiinda and his daughter goodbye, flew to Honolulu, thence to Sarawak,
and on the first of July he and a team of seven men boarded small craft
at the mouth of the Oroyocco and began motoring upstream. It was the
last time any of the party was ever seen alive, and finally word came down
via a local trader, one Lazarre, that the search party had fallen victim to
a party of Dayak headhunters.

Belinda was devastated, and from her secluded widowhood she an-
nounced her retirement from the screen. Louis B. himself stated in the
press that he would never hold her to her contract; she didn’t have to come
back to work unless she wanted to. She retired behind the gates of the
Mandeville house, seeing no one but her closest friends and the family.

People began calling her the “bad-luck girl.” That’s a lousy sobriquet to
hang on any woman, but especially on somcone like Belinda. After she
had lost two husbands, each of whom she’d loved, and given the unwel-
come misfortunes that were to follow, you could say she’d had bum luck,
but why underscore it with such a label? It started in the press, and it
dogged her heels for years as she reeled from pillar to post, attempting to
pick up the pieces of her life and only shattering it into smaller pieces.

FFor more than two years she withdrew into the protective shell of her
sorrow, maintaining a stolid silence. For a while eager reporters had
camtped on her doorstep, hoping for a word, something, but it was time
wasted. She never came out and few went in. One whe did go n, and
often, was her mother-in-law, Maude, who'd become widowed herself. A
year following Perry’s final expedition, Crispin died of an aneurism at age
seventy-one. In keeping with his character, a modest funeral was con-
ducted, the grand old man was interred at Forest Lawn, and Maude settled
down to observe the rites of her newly acquired widowhood. Now she
had lost so much, an only son plus her beloved husband of forty years.
In their mutual sorrow the two women came closer and closer together,
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forging bonds that were to stand Belinda in good stead throughout the
remainder of Maude’s lifetime.

Then came the unfortunate business of the man Lazarre, who ap-
peared on the scene to make his grotesque bid for fame. A letter from bim
had arrived at Mandeville addressed to Belinda Carroll Antrim, declaring
that he was in possession of his remains and requesting an interview.
Fxcited and unwary, Belinda agreed to sce the man, and he came to the
house. She received him in the living room, where she offered bim tea and
they talked. At some point he produced a small box, saying it contained
the proof of her husband’s fate, and when she removed the box lid she
found a sbrunken head inside. They took her away in hysterics and the
man was thrown out.

That bizarre cpisode has been seen as the breaking point for Belinda
Carroll. She went into an emotional tailspin from which she was not to
emerge for a long time, a descending spiral, faster and faster. She began
her heavy drinking at this point; there followed a series of minor scandals
and run-ins with the police, pictures in the papers, even a story in Confi-
dential, that notorious scandal rag of the period. There was even a suicide
attempt, in reality more of a cry for help than an attempt to do away with
herself.

Unable to deal with being a mother, she sent Faun away to a fash-
ionable boarding school where she had many classmates who also came
from movie-star houscholds. Summers she was provided with a gover-
ness, and when her grandmother gave her her first horse, Faun seriously
took up riding around the ranch and the hill paths of Mandeville
Canyon.

Then came the unhappy night when Belinda went to a party at
Malibu, got smashed, quarreled with her escort, left with his car, and on
the way home ran the light at Pacific Coast Highway and Sunset. She
struck another car, crashed through her own windshield, and became a
statistic,

After that Maude persuaded her to go into a sanitarium, and she was
away for nearly a year. She concluded this unhappy chapter in ber life by
renting out the Mandeville house to friends of Frank’s, sending Faun to
stay with Maude at Sunnyside, and leaving for New York. Why New
York? She didn’t know, really, but New York was big; maybe she could
get lost there. Lost? She was lost before she ever quit L.A., but in New
York she got more lost. Lost on a barstool at Goldie’s, drowning in one
big long Manhattan cocktail, with the cherry missing.
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Belinda Carroll had a middle name, but you never saw it in print or on
a theatre marquec. Her maddle name was T'rouble with a capital “T and
you'd hear people muttering, “God, Belinda Carroll's in trouble again.”
And you could usually believe it. New York was not generally prone to
the Hollywood gossip—Ncw York had its own gossip, and the recent
escapades of Belinda Carroll didn’t matter much in the face of local scan-
dals. Frank flew in and talked with his old pal Iid Sullivan, and in no time
Belinda was announced for a Sunday-night video spot. The nation
watched in fascination as an obviously distracted Ed appeared in front of
the curtains to say that, while he had looked forward to saying hello to
that “wonnaful Hollywood storr, Miss Blinda Car’l,” he must unfortu-
nately forgo such pleasure, since “Miss Car'l” had been stricken by a
backstage attack of unspecified illness and could not appear. An act of
trained dogs was substituted. Next day everyone read in Dorothy Kil-
gallen that Belinda had been stricken by an attack of Vat 6. Blottu. After
that she became a sort of joke. Miss Bad Luck again.

By then she’d racked up a collection of movies rivaling those of any
other major star of the period. Seven Honey pictures, interspersed with
other examples of the MGM produet, playing opposite the top male stars
on the lot, Gable, Stewart, Taylor, Tracy, Johnsen, and Fred Astaire. She
made her first I'echnicolor production, Dancing on the Ceiling, in 1945, and
from then on she never made a Alm in black-and-white. She hoofed it with
Fred in Good Girls Cie to Heaven, with Gene in After the Ball. But bad
luck dogged her. She was to have played Milady de Winter in the Three
Musketeers remake until she slipped and fell downstairs, and Lana went
in for her. A film opposite Orson Welles started up, then fizzled; she
wasn't even paid. She was replaced on two other films, once when she
contracted pneumonia after jumping into an ice-cold river in Saskatche-
wan (King of the Royal Mounties, opposite Jimmy Stewart), another after
a near-fatal motor accident. She was secretly assigned the role of Annie,
to replace Garland in Annie Get Your Gun, but her lymph glands swelled
and she went into St. John’s, while Betty Hutton got to sing “They Say
That Falling in Love Is Wonderful.”

But you couldn’t keep Belinda down; it became a constant sourec of
amazement to all Hollywood how she managed to get laid out Hat, then
rise and stand again, and face the cameras, and have another hit. Good
story, bad story, the audiences loved her. { Don 't Care, the film biography
of Eva Tanguay, scemed to put the whole thing in a nutshell. Belinda
didn’t care.

Or didn’t seem to. The fact was, she cared too much. But sometimes
a person can slip, or fall, and not get up again, just lie there fat out, out
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for good. That’s how it seemed in the late fifties, when she and her studio
of so many years agreed to disagree, and she drove through the MGM
gates for the last time, leaving her “Belinda Blue™ dressing room to 7 5m-
porte qui. And, just as when Claire Regrett had gone before her, 1t was
the end of an era.

The next time 1 saw Belinda I was back in New York, having got onc of
the leads in a new play. Also, through Frank, Jenny had been hired to do
the clothes for a costume epic at Fox, and so she’d stayed on the Coast—
relieved, 1 suspected, to be seeing the last of me for a while; we'd been
having a bad case of the scven-year jitters. Anyway, I'd lucked our and
the play, having garnered some good reviews, was in for a run. I had this
sublet over on East Thirty-sccond Street, and one night after the theatre
I'm walking south on the west side of Lexington Avenue when the skies
open up with no warning and it begins raining fish. I duck into this littlc
har, the Nag’s Head—it’s an unpretentious, cozy kind of place, the usual
well-Alanhattaned characters slouched at the bar, and a friendly bartender,
providing you’re not cut to burn the joint down or pinch asses or any-
thing; Freddie was his name. 1 grab a stool till the rain blows over, Freddic
makes me a dry martini, and he and [ have a chat. ITe hasn’t seen my show,
so 1 promise him a pair of house scats; he pays. Some guy is noodling the
p1ano in the back and I see this blonde tootsiec hanging over his shoulder,
picking out notes on his keyboard. Then she slings herself up onto the
piano, Helen Morgan style, and starts to sing “It’s a Big Wide Wonderful
World,” but real slow and lowdown, sort of the way Streisand does
“Happy Days Are Herc Again.” This dame’s got a nice smoky tone and
good diction, nice mike work, and | say to Freddie, Who's that? His
answer floors me. It's Belinda.

“But don't tangle with her,” Freddie says. “She’s a creature of mood;
she may take your head off.”

1 pick up my drink and move in closer; it's not casy accepting the fact
that here’s this big movie star, twenty-five years of MGMing under her
belt, and she's singing “Big Wide Wonderful World” in the Nag’s Head
saloon. And I don’t even recognize the voice. Her hair keeps falling across
her eyes and she cither kicks it back with a chin jerk or she does this really
sensational gesture, slipping her fingers through it and casually drawing
it back, only to have it fall again.

After “Wonderful World"” she segues into “Gone with the Wind,”
not the “Tara’s Theme” of Max Steiner but the Allie Rubel pop number
Martha Raye recorded back in the forties,
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“Gone with the wind,

Just like a leaf, you bave blown away
Gone wirh the wind,

Cur romance bas floun away.

Vesterday's kisses are still on my lips,
I found a liferiine of beaven at your fingertips,”

a real torchy little number, and Belinda sang it really well, in a voice that
by now had acquired this husky, whisky crackle in it.

Later, when she got tired of singing, she sat alonc at the far end of
the bar, well out of the light, and Freddie angled down and talked a little
with her, and T saw her looking my way, Freddic came back and jerked
his ear at her.

“She wants ta talk with va.”

Outside it had stopped raining, ! had a radio gig in the morning and
I was full of suppressed yawns, but I told Freddie to hring me another
martini and I went down the bar and took the empty stool next to Belinda.

“Hi,” she said, putting her hand in mine. It was soft and warm and
very small as hands go. She didn’t make a big deal out of anything; 1
complimented her on her singing, she accepted my praise gracefully, we
spoke of Frankie, she cadged a drink from me, then another. T didn’t mind;
I enjoyed the idea that T was buying Belinda Carroll drinks.

She banged on in this Old Crow voice, calling out to Freddie for
cigarettes, getting up to go to the john, stopping to shmooze with some
people on the way back, and all I could think was, T'his is Belinda Carroll?
| wanted to get away, but I was fascinated and I couldn’t leave. She hiked
herself back on her stool again and punched my arm.

“Charlie, Charlie—I know all about you. You used to live at the
Trianon, din” you? With my friend Angic?”

“Well, we didn't exactly live together,” T told her.

“I bet you'd of liked t0.”

I agreed.

“Angie’s a good-looking woman. You got a wife still>”

Yes, I said, 1 had a wife, though I was in need of a pumpkin shell.
“Fhere I'll keep her very well,”

She guffawed at that one. She said she thought 2 well-kept wife was
an attainment. “All wives should be kept well.” She giggled.

Yes, I said, and I guessed she was onc who had been. [ also knew she'd
been a well-kept widow, since it was general knowledge that Perry had
left her a trust fund that would sce her well off for the rest of her life.
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“Where is your wife, anyway?” sh¢ demanded. When I explained
about the movie Jenny was working on, she grew scornful. “Huh—that
smells of turkey already, don’tcha think? And I gucss I know a turkey
when I smell one. God knows I've done enough of them.”” She slurred her
words and kept repeating her gesture of rossing back her hair, but it wasn'’t
half so engaging as when she’d been singing.

It was getting late. The clock said two-twenty and I was wiped out,
but she wouldn’t ler me go. She had things to get off her chest; she was
like the Ancient Mariner, I the wedding guest, and T was obliged to hear
her tale. I didn’t really mind; at her very worst Belinda Carroll was always
someone I enjoyed spending time with. I had a private word with Freddie,
he got the kitchen to throw a couple of sandwich steaks on, I coaxed
Belinda to a booth and tried to get some food into her. She poked at the
steak and pretended to eat the sliced tomatoes, and when the waiter
brought coffee she turned her cup over and demanded another drink; so
it was sreak and Scorch.

When I realized she’d eaten all she intended to—it wasn’t much, and
the Belinda of that era usually insisted on getting her own way—I sug-
gested cutting things short. Then the real trouble began; she wanted to
go on talking, first in the booth, then back at the bar, where Freddie was
yawning and rolling his eves at me to get her the hell out of there.

“Can’t we go somewhere else?” she asked, when we stumbled out
into the wet street. I gave her a flat no, I definitely had to be in bed. I asked
her where she lived: the Elysée, she said; the Elysée was one of those small
but smart Fast Side hotels; it boasted the famous Monkey Bar, where
Nancy Noland used to sing. The Elysée was twenty blocks up Lex, and
I wondered what she was doing down in Murray Hilk

Because of the late hour we had no trouble finding a cab, and on the
ride uptown she was both humorous and talkative, keeping at me like a
bulldog pulling on a rope. I guess you think I'm a real mess, hm?” she
said, powdering her nose in the overhead light. “I guess you'll be on the
horn to Frank, telling him his Blindy’s all screwed up, hm?”

I said I had no plans in that direetion and she snapped her compact
shut and gave me a sidelong look. Her hip was next to my thigh and [
could feel the heat in it through the beat-up trench coar she had on.

“Listen, [ was wondering,” she went on. “Could you meet me some-
time? I mean, could [ see you? I'd Iike to talk with you. Unless you're too
busy or something.”

I said I had time. “Anything in particular you wanted to talk
about?”

“No. Just, you know—talk. When?”
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“Whenever you say. Would you like to come see the play some
night?”

“l don’t go to the theatre much,” she said. Then added, “But in your
case | could make an exception.”

We made a date. I got her a house seat. 1 paid, she came. I could see
that coif of shining blonde hair out there in the dark and T thought, “I'm
acting for Belinda Carroll.” The cast knew she was out there, too, and they
were all agog, more agog when she came backstage and shook hands and
was charming; some change from the Nag's Head. Afterward I suggested
a bite at Sardi’s but she asked for something less grand, so we went to
Downey’s and sat in a corner with people looking over at us and talked.
She held down her drink intake and was very funny. She kidded about
herself and the mess she’d made of things, but she didn’t harp on her woes.
Life was a joke, not to be taken seriously, and I thought, “Well, that’s the
only way she’s cver going to get through it, so that's okay.” She told me
about her mother, that hectoring harpy Eunice, who'd caused her so much
musery when she was young and who'd hated Frank so much; she talked
about her kid, Faun, who since the age of ten had been becoming some-
thing of a problem c¢ven for the formidable Maude Antrim. Of course
nothing was suggested as to why Belinda herself wasn’t on the home front,
taking care of matters herself, instead of toughing it out in New York. Or,
better yet, why wasn’t the kid here with her mommy?

It was odd, or maybe I only imagined it that way, how the conversa-
tion kept coming back to Frank. What Frank was doing, what Frank
thought about this or that, things she aud Frank had done, things Frank
and I'd done that she'd heard a2bout—she even made me tell tales about
the tour with Babe Austrian the summer Jenny and I met. She obviously
needed to talk about Frank, which was fine with me.

Reading between the lines of her conversation, I decided that this was
somcbody who didn’t like herself very much, who'd lost her self-respect
somewhere along the line. She’d cloaked herself in outrageous behavior,
but it was a hair shirt she’d put on and I suspected it was giving her a bad
rash. She desperately wanted Frank’s good opinion, and [ knew she’d been
on her best behavior tonight so I'd turn in a good report. I tried to get
across the idea that I wasn’t a spy, and she needn’t worry about my
squealing to Frank—or anyone else, for that matter.

She asked about Jenny, and that took up time, and pretty soon I was
hiding my yawns again.

“Come on,” she said, pulling my sleeve, “I've bored you tong enough.
You've got to get your beauty sleep, you have a matinee tomorrow.”

So we went along, In the taxi she was wonderfully sweet as she
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thanked me for the show and dinner, saying complimentary things that
far cxceeded either the merits of the play or my performance in it, but it
was nice hearing them anyway. We exchanged a friendly kiss at the door
of her hotel.

“Good nighrt, brother dear,” she laughed. She went in and I went on.
And that, I decided, was to be the extent of our relationship. Oh brother!

I talked with Jenny every day, to iind out how things were going out
there in Tinseltown, and since there didn’t seem to be anything wrong
in saying so, | mentioned that I'd seen Belinda a couple of times, elicit-
ing only the most casnal of responses. I'd had the idea that maybe Jenny
wasn't missing me as much as I cared to be missed by my spouse, but 1
chalked it up to lots of hard work and an overwhelming interest in the
production, which despite Belinda's misgivings was the biggest break
Jenny’d had and could possibly make her reputation as a costame de-
signer. But I heard distinct overtones of pique in her response to my
mention of Belinda, and the next time it happened she said something
like, “You two are quite the pair, aren’t you? You'd better be careful
before you hit the papers.”

How could she possibly have known? But there it was, the next
Monday, in my friend La Hopper's column:

What up and coming Frank Adonis client, now treading the
boards of Broadway, is sceing what ex-Metro lovely, also an
Adonis chent? Rumor bas it that the lady is auditing classes at
the Actors’ Studio, by way of a stage career. Certainly she’s all
washed up in flickers. As for the lad in question, his dressy wife
is burning at both ends, seen in the Warner Brothers” Green
Room with the studio’s newest Sweater Boy and that same
evening at Jack’s-at-the-Beach with same. My spies tell me they
were engrossed in deepest conversation.

The publicist for our show was ecstatic about the item and wanted
to put it to further use until I told him to lay off. When Jen and I next
talked, we joked about it all; the Sweater Boy turned out ¢o be someone
we both knew, an actor who was working in the picture, and they’d had
a hamburger together, that was all. I likewise soft-pedaled the relationship
with Belinda.

Was it a relationship? No. I didn’t think so, certainly nothing to make
the papers over. Just as she said, I was her brother, her birthday fell chree
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days before mine, we were fellow Capricorns and had the weight of the
world around our necks; albatross time.

We saw cach other a couple of more times, but were careful about
being noticed. Then I heard on the grapevine that we were deliberately
lying low and people were talking, so we said the hell with it and went
to Lindy’s for pastrami sandwiches. That episode made Winchell.

We saw more of each other. I'd been gone from New York for some
time, many of my old fricnds were by then working on the Coast, and the
place seemed empty to me. Likewise, Belinda had few friends there, and
she was lonely, so—we saw each other. It was good, I enjoyed it. We'd
meet for a cup of coffee, or we'd walk over to the river. I still Ike recalling
bits and pieces from thosc days in New York when [ was first really
getting to know her, the real Belinda, 2s they say. She really was on the
ragged edge, and I liked to think I was giving her something, if only a
helping hand. She ¢ven stopped drinking so much when she was with me;
she’d have a Seven-Up with a shot of angostura bitters—what she called
a “Carrie Nation”—and we'd meet at the Monkey Bar or ar Goldie’s
and share the New York cocktail hour, which in those days was a lot of
fun. She liked to dress up for these occasions, put on the dog, and 1
thought it was remarkable the number of people who'd stop by the
table to say hello: Faye Emerson, Maggic McNellis, Yul Brynner, who-
ever wandered 1in.

In those days Marilyn Monroe and Shelley Winters were attending
classes at the Actors’ Studio, and one afternoon we ran into Shelley on
the street. [ had played a walk-on in stock when Shelley was the star, and
since then we'd co-starred on television, and when she saw Belinda she
started screaming how Belinda simply had to come up to the Studio and
audition for Lee Strasberg. I had a picture of that and I gave Shelley the
high-sign to can it about auditions, but maybe Belinda might like to go
with Shelley and just audir the class. Well, that was fine, so off they went
together, laughing and giggling like two schoolgirls.

But the seed was planted and the time came when Belinda did get
up and do a job of acting. She really did—a scene from The Country Girl,
wearing that damn trench coat and the babushka she put on su people
wouldn’t recognize her. She wouldn't take etther of them off until Stras-
berg stopped the scene and asked why she was dressed for outdoors when
the action was supposed to be in a theatre dressing room. He made her
peel the coat off and reveal herself, and this did sumething to her; it made
her prickly and angry, because she was overweight and trying to hide it.
The babushka went, too, and her hair was full of tin curlers, so he made
her remove those and comb out her hair during the scene, giving her an
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activity, and the scene—QOdets, but not at his best—really took off. They
talked about it for years, Belinda Carroli and her Country Girl, comparing
it not unfavorably with Uta tHagen's original.

Then she did a really dumb thing. Maybe she just couldn’t help
herself, maybe it was her overwhelming need to be loved, maybe it was
just efemental wop-sex, but in any casc she got involved with this actor
she'd met at the Studio, some guy called Tony Dichi, an arrogant little
Italian from the Bronx who thought he was Marlon Brando and did an
unholy imitation of him. When he and 1 met, it was hands off; we both
backed away. I knew he was using Belinda, just climbing right up her
back, and I despised him for it. He was also screwing her, and [ admut it;
by then I was jealous; no right to be, but that's how it was. She and I even
had fights about the little squirr, and then for 2 while we were our of touch,
but 1 heard all the stories. People were talking, and not to Belinda’s
advantage. Again I had this impression that she was deliberarely trying to
do herself mn; elsc why would she have picked of all people this Iittle
hard-on with his greaser curls, his blue beard, his Elvis Presley Roman-
Greco lips, his muscles, and his leather motorcycle jacket? Later this
“mdividualist” did a movie and a half and then went straight to Zipville.

But the depth of Belinda's fascination for this little gonzo was all too
apparent. Things got worse; finally the column items started to break, and
not blind ones, cither. She was quoted as saying Tony Dichi reminded her
of Frank—because Frank had come from Hell's Kitchen, too, west of
Eighth on Fifty-second; were such things possible in that Eisenhower
world? Shelley tried to patch things up but [ said screw it, Shell, leave it
lay. Lie.

One day 1 read in the Times that Jean Dalrymple had offered Belinda
a part in a revival of The Women at the City Center, four weeks of
rehearsal. She went off to Boston and never came back, not in The Women
anyway. She’d pulled out of the show after some deep trouble in Bean-
town and that was it for her name up 1n lights on Broadway.

When she got back from Boston (in semi-disgrace, though the whole
mess was sort of hushed up and made only the Broadway rounds), she was
at frayed ends and trouble was still her middle name. Tony Dichi was no
longer in evidence, but not long after her return she got involved with
some stud whe worked in a wire parlor handicapping the ponies, a real
bastard. One night when he took her to his hotel she went to bed with
him, then tried to rofl him; he beat the hving hell out of her, she was damn
near dead when the cops got there. They hauled her off to Bellevue, of
all rerrible places, and when they got her stitched back together she was
up for grabs. The guy cven pressed charges; you remember the headlines



124 ALL THAT GLITTERS

on that onc. They were geing to send her to the Tombs, and I got this
lawyer friend of mine to square things and 1 paid the scumbag to lay off.
He dropped the charges; 1 went and fetched her and took her home. To
my place, | mean. This would really make good copy, but what else could
I have done? She could hardly walk or talk. T might have called Shelley,
but she wasn’t in town.

Ten minutes after I got her inside my apartment Belinda was asleep
on my bed. I went around hiding anything that had the least alcoholic
content, then hung up her things. When she woke up, I fed her soup from
the corner deli and she was like some poor wounded bird, both wings
broken, couldn’t hope to fly. She had the TV in there, she was watching
Howdy Doody and Gary Moore. Meantime I was on the horn to [..A.,
keeping Frank up-to-date on things. He asked me if I could put her up
for a little while. I did, for four nights, and she damn near drove me crazy.
She was becoming this God-awful chatterbox and you couidn’t shut her
up, racka-racka-racka all day long. All she wanted to do was sit around
and drink and gab, while I got bleary-eyed and wondered what the hell
I was doing, trying to help this looneytune. I didn't even ke her much
anymore; she’d taxed me far beyond my strength and | felt helpless. That's
how it is sometimes when the wecak ones take over the strong ones and
wear them down. | felt sorry for her bur she was getting under my skin,
and four days at close quarters about did me in,

When I told her she had to move out, she went with no fuss, not back
to the Elysée, but to a hotel & few blocks away, not bad but certainly not
good. I saw her around the neighborhood from time to time. Drunk she
was & mess, but sober she was still an all-right lady, though she suffered
from bad hangovers and consequently was often in brittle shape. When
she was sober I'd try ratking some sense to her, about quitting the booze.
I'd try to encourage her, but she’d grow abusive and then she'd get me
pissed off. Around this time she wasn’t just Belinda, or | guess what I mean
is there were more than one of her—it was Joanne Woodward time and
her Three Faces of Fve. There was this one I've been talking about, the
would-be tootsie with too much gas in her tank; then there’d be the one
in the torn trench coat and striped babushka taking her wash to the
taundromat or shopping in the A & P, no makeup, hair a mess, scuffed
penny loafers on her fect, seams not straight, a real blowze, but something
friendly and ingratiating about her—nothing of the movie-queen stuff.

Then 2 lucky thing happened. A woman called Ronnie Alsop lived
in the building, a fan of mine, as it happened, a pleasant, middle-aged
spinster well on her way to being an old maid; Ronnie was going down
to Tennessee to do research for a paper she was preparing on the TVA,
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and since her apartment was going to be vacant and a pet was involved,
she offered the place to Belinda, asking that the car be fed and the place
not get burned down. We jumped at the chance.

Having her own digs seemed to help Belinda, for a while, anyway.
The little apartment, conventionally furnished, with a fire escape over-
looking a back alley, scemed to suit her. It had forest-green walls, white-
enameled trim {badly chipped from wear), and lots of cabbage-rose chintz.
There were books and magazines, records, a shelf full of cookbooks, and
not a lot of space to worry about teking care of,

We obscrved certain proprietics: she never showed up at my door to
borrow a cup of sugar or a ten-cent stamp; if she wanted me she tele-
phoned first, and she didn’t just crash in on my parties-—not that T had
many, but some nights after the theatre we'd have small get-togethers,
occasionally at my place. It got to the point where I didn't hke to include
Belinda, because a drunk is a drunk no martter how famous, and the sight
of her plastered all over the davenport wasn’t very pretty, { didn’t see why
my guests should be bored by her, cven if she’d once been in the Movie
Top Ten four years in a row.

Belinda Carroll was a fallen star, no doubt of that, and at that period
there was no reason ever to imagine she would rise again. To all intents
and purposes she was a has-been, washed up in the business. After the
Boston debacle no producer would take a chance on her. When spring was
in the air 1 suggested bringing her to a guy 1 knew to see if he'd take her
on for a sumrper stock tour; it took me weeks to get her to agree even to
see him, and when [ finally put the two of them together she waltzed in
pissed to the gills, stood there wobbling on her spike heels, only to collapse
in a chair. Then she tried to put the make on him, and when he didn't
take to her charms she became insulting and the thing ended in another
fiasco. I took him to an expensive dinner by way of thanks, but the damage
was dene, and Cape Cod did not see Miss Carroll in Angel Street that
suminer.

It wasn’t anyone's business, but we'd begun sleeping together. Not
on a regular basis, but it was probably inevitable that we should, propin-
quity lending its usual hand. 1 felr guilty, a little anyway, as if I were
taking advantage of a situation, and maybe | was, but not advantage of her.
It seemed a natural result that we should make love sometimes after my
show, and with Jenny three thousand miles away I fell willing victim to
that old dodge, Well, what's a2 guy to do?

And it was nice, We'd be in bed, smoking and having a post-coital
slug of hooch, the radio would be playing Gcorgu Shearing, and I'd be
thinking, This is wild, I've got Belinda Carroll in my arms, I'm making
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love to her. In one of these intimate moments I told her about the flood
in the cellar and the patch of wet cement, the initials in the heart; she
started to cry and said it was the sweetest thing she’d ever heard of,

She was getting hung up on me, [ could tell, and 1 told myself I
shouldn’t get involved; my friends said it, too. She was in no shape to
indulge herself this way, and of course they were right. What she really
necded was some solid therapeutic help, but at that time she wasn’t ready
for it the way she was later on, when she really got down to brass racks
and joined Alcoholics Anonymous. But I found her 2 couple of books;
crazy to have thoughe they'd help her, but I was really grasping at straws.
I brought her Kahlil Gibran's The Propbet and Erich Fromm’s The Art of
Loving—this is a laugh, but I even got her to rake a whack at old Dale
Carnegie—anything that might have given her a rochold, bur it never
worked; she'd read a few pages and then the book would end up under
a pile of lingeric in the corner.

She was an awful slob, too, and while [ wasn’t Norman Neatly, 1 did
like things picked up. I had a girl who came in and cleaned once a week
and I ended up having her go down to Belinda’s and look after her, while
I scrubbed my own toilet and scoured the bathtub. Not a convenient
arrangement, to say the least.

One thing: I did get to know her. 1 did get to look behind the fagade
of a typical movie star and see the deadly doubts and fears that prey on
that kind of personality, spoonfed by the studio so they can’t make up their
minds about anything, so they know nothing about the everyday business
of living. This was a woman who'd had the adoration of the world, who'd
dined with kings and emperors, who had only to crook her little finger
at any man and he’'d come running. She’d dated Jimmy Stewart and Cary
Grant and Howard Hughes, but she couldn’t wash out her undies or boil
water. I even had to go down and put a fresh roll of toilet paper in the
holder for her. It was pathetic, she was so helpless, and it was the studio
systemn that had crippled her. And yet—and yct—she was Belinda Carroll,
and I just felt this throbbing, burning need in her, she was so damn sweet
and really kind; she knew about giving and not just her body—though she
could give plenty of that. But she was never setfish (the only thing she rook
lots of was my time, but 1 could be generous, too), and when she wasn’t
smashed she was an amiable companion and I enjoyed being around her.

It was at this time that 1 was given a clearer picture of Belinda's
mother, the terrible Eunice, who, ha\-'ing done everything in her power
to push her daughter into the hinelight, had turned around and done
evervthing she conld to destroy her success. On the one hand she’d
mothered Belinda to death and on the other she’d ignored her whenever
Belinda needed a mother she could go to.
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I never knew the woman—she died of Bright’s disease shortly before
L arrived in California back in the fifties, and by then she and Belinda were
estranged. She didn't even say that she was dying, but wrote a letter to
be mailed upon her demisc. Belinda had kept it and she let me read it. Its
impassioned and accusatory lines were as destructive as FEunice could
make them—and she was 2 master. All of her pent-up jealousy over
Belinda’s success was there to read (Euniec had once worked wirh 2
knife-thrower in a cheap carnival act and she was crazy about show
business}, filled with acrimony, criticism, and scorn, the sort of letter
designed to lay a guilt trip on any sensitive person. It completely repu-
diated their relationship, blaming Belinda for all of Eunice’s ills and mis-
fortuncs, and at the end she said she was glad to be dead because she didn't
care to go on living in a world where there were such terrible people as
Belinda Carroll (she hated the name, she said, just as she hated the man
who’d thought it up: Frank Adonis was her béte noire).

But it seemed to me thae, despite everything, Belinda must have
retained some filial devotion, since she had with her several keepsakes of
her mother: a vanity set with cheap silver backings, and some snapshots,
pictures I looked at carefully, studying that rawboned, rubbery face that
reeked of the kind of hopeless belligerency you sometimes find in photo-
graphs of the lower-class women of Depression America, the Okies out
of Steinbeck. The wonder was, 1 thought, how did the woman ever give
birth to such a beautiful child?

Belinda talked about her sister, whom she’d loved and who had died
of meningitis at an early age, and her brother, who’d been killed in a strike
riot at the Ford plant after being clubbed down by company goons. The
lass of thesc two obviously had affected her own early upbringing and 1
was inclined to think it also affected her later behavior, both bad and good.
Certainly it added to her fear of being alone in the world and her constant
need of a man. Even if it was a one-night stand, that would do; she had
a horror of sleeping alone.

I think maybe if she’d had a refatively decent and affectionate mother,
things might have been different for her, certainly in relation to her own
daughter. Maybe the cavalier treatment she’d given Faun had its origins
in the way FEunice had treated Belinda. And maybe if Eunice hadn't tried
to cram all that pentecostal Bible-thumping down Belinda’s throat, she
might have found her own path much earlier than she did. Fifty years is
a long tim¢ to wait to discover that there’s a Higher Power looking out
for you.

I'd always heard a lot 2bout Belinda through Angie Brown, who was
her closest friend, going all the way back to the forties. Angie wasn't only
man’s best friend, she could be a girl’s best friend, too. Maybe [ haven’t
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given Angie her proper due; some people say I ought to be writing about
her instead of Belinda. 1t must have seemed to me back then chat Angelina
Brown was indestructible, though in the end, of course, she wasn’t, In
those carly days shc’d modeled dresses at Don Loper’s establishment. An
ex—chorus boy and Copa dancer, Loper had appeared in several wartime
movie musicals performing “specialty numbers.” Now he was “couturier
to the stars,” and many women, mcluding Jenny, bought their clothes,
evening wear especially, at his South Rodeo Drive emporium, several
doors away from Romanoff’s Restaurant. Angie was his top model and
brought in lots of customers. And she and Belinda were best friends.

Belinda scemed to be a bird with a broken wing, in need of Angie’s
help. Angie was madly in [ove with Frank, but so was Belinda—it was a
kind of bond. By now she’d been around the block a time or two. She was
a “friend of Howard’s.” There were lots of “friends of Howard's” in those
days, the girls Howard Hughes had stashed away in houses and apart-
ments around town, for he was justly reputed an indefatigable girl-chaser.
People whispered that someday he’d marry Belinda, bat Howard evi-
dently had other ideas; no ring was forthcoming, though he did buy her
a car, a blue convertible—*“Belinda Blue,” as it would become known, her
favorite shade, which he’d had custom-mixed at the facrory.

She called the car *Baby.”

There was little doubt that the studio had big things in mind for its
new blonde star. Now people were pointing her out as she tripped around
the lot, angora sweater, sharkskin shorts, and plasric heels. She was every-
body’s darling, everybody’s dream, and over in the Thalberg Building
executives were rubbing their palms and counting their shekels.

One who blanched when Belinda came on the lot, however, was
Claire Regrett. Claire was still one of MGM's top leading ladies, but about
to become that worst of all things, an ex. When Belinda arrived, Claire
was already poiscd to depart, her Metro days were numbered—but not
Cliire herself. Far from it. There was plenty of good mileage Icft on that
chassis, and, being Claire, she was out to beat the world. But that didn’t
mean she had to be nice to this Little stock girl Howard Hughes was
banging.

It was true that Mayer gave Claire Regrete the shaft, that he rold
Frank he’d renew the option, then dropped it with one of the loudest
crashes in all show business. One moment Claire was making five thou-
sand a week, the next week zip. The next time she drove on the lot she
found her dressing room being repainted and decorated—in baby hlue to
match the convertihle parked in front. Claire fled in tears and later sent
her maid to retrieve her effects. A comment of hers started making the
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rounds, and though it didn’t get into the columns, it nonetheless did her
a lot of harm. She was reported to have said that she was glad to have left
MGM since it had become nothing more than a pastry shop selling cream
puffs and tarts. The idea of Claire’s calling anybody a tart was pretty
funny, and she took a lot of flak about it, even denying—via Louclla—
that she’d ever said anything of the kind. Whether she had or hadn’t was
no longer the point. The point was that people said she had.

Suill later Claire managed to have words with Angie over Belinda.
This was at Loper’s salon, where Claire also bought some of her things,
and while Angie was modeling a number, Claire came out with something
like, “I don't think so, dear—it makes you look cheap—Ilike Belinda
Carroll.”

Angie saw red. She marched up to Claire, letting her have it with
both barrels. “Look, little Miss Has-Been, where the bell do you get off
calling anybody a slut when they invented the word for you? You, whose
first movie was as blue as the blue Pacific, who got started tossing her legs
for every producer on the lot, and who's got a mouth like a truck driver!
Don't try to kid me; everybody knows you park up on the Ridge Route
and do the late-night traffic as it comes over the hill.”

Claire, who was not one o rake such ralk lying down, let Angie have
it right in the chops. Loper came dashing in to stop the carnage, but not
before nails got entangled in hair and a real kick, bite, and bitch fight took
place between the two contenders. People talked about it for ycars.

As for Angie and Belinda, the paths of their lives took vastly diver-
gent turnings, but the two women went on for years, best of friends,
supporting each other, providing a shoulder to cry on. It was onc of the
most satisfying friendships in Hollywood, a rare thing among the kind of
women who were used to being best friends at one moment, then not on
speaking terms the next. Not Belinda and Angie; and both of them in love
with the same man. These days | was wishing Angic weren’t three thou-
sand miles away in Cat Wells but right here in New York, helping take
care of her friend. If ever anyone needed help but wouldn’t ask for it, it
was Behinda. And it wasn’t Trouble in only the grand-scale things, major
tragedies and the like; it was in evervihing, even the smallest.

I remember gomg down to her apartment one spring noontime; she
was out on the fire escape sunning herself. We'd had a robust winter and
she was reveling in the warm sunshine. She'd dragged out cushions, she
had a magazine, the cat was there with a saucer of milk, and it was a scene
of sweet contentment. Then I saw what she’d done to herself-——she'd given
her hair one of those home perm jobs and she looked God-awful. T always
liked her with the simple shoulder-length hair she’d worn in the late
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forties, but short hair was in, and she was obeying the edicts of Paris. Now
the home perm had really messed her up. The hair had been cut short, and
that was okay, but she’d dyed it and it was all kinky and uncontroliable
and she looked like an albino. I didn’t say anything because | knew she'd
get upset, but she pried it out of me anyway and we had a row. Finally
I called a girl I knew who was doing the hair for a couple of big Broadway
stars, and she took Belinda in hand; Belinda ended up wigging it for weeks
unti! the kink grew out and she could be herself again.

She was fun, though, especially when she wasn’t totally plotzed. We
were good for each other; she made me laugh and gave me good advice
(I thought} about Jenny, and I got her to put on the brakes with the booze.
She said T was a party-pooper; and referred to me as “Mr. Toad of Toad
Hall™; in return I called ker “Mother Russia,” because drunk or sober she
was indefatigable.

It wasn’t so long after this that the winds of change began blowing.
First Jenny showed up unexpectedly in New York, wanting ro know
what the hell was going on. There'd been those items in Winchell and
elsewhere, and she had blood in her cye. I didn't have to confess to any
sins; she already knew all there was to know and was quick to say so.
Needless to say, she and Belinda did not get on and consequently I wasn’t
secing anything of my downstairs friend. I'hen Ronnic came back from
T'ennessee, forcing Belinda to move out. Then my show closed, and since
there wasn’t any sense in staying east when we had a house in California,
we abandoned Manhattan Dreams and the theay-ruh and headed for
home.

Though Jenny’s nose was out of joint, Belinda did the noble thing.
She sent us flowers and champagne and showed lots of class in the way
she cased out of an awkward and potentially dangerous situation. [
breathed easier, and the first week back in Hollywood [ was cast in a
Playbouse yo. Since doing live T\ always made me a wreck, I had my
hands full. I'tl say this for Jen: angry as she was at my philandering, when
it came to the work she was Jenny-on-the-spot all the way, cuing me and
keeping dinner hot when rehearsals ran late. She always was a great
hand-hotder.

Meanwhile, back in New York: no sooner did I pick up sticks than
Belinda went all to pot. I don’t mean it had anything to do with my
leaving, it wasn't that, but she entered a most difhicult and shametul period.
Everyone remembers the stories, the headlines, that made the news for
weeks, one more juicy scandal attached to that famous name and face.
She’d gone on with her classes, attending the Studio sessions regularly and
even performing a couple more exercises in front of the group. They used
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to laugh at her, pooh-poohing the idea of some Hollywood blonde becom-
mg any kind of actress, but 1 really believed she could do it and T always
encouraged her. Well, she met that crecp Benny Vidor, that phony no-
talent would-be actor-director and all-purpose bullshit artist. Benny tied
knots in her brain, and what others hadn't already done to her, he
managed to do now.,

First he got her to move in with him—she always liked to wake up
with a man next to her, even a hairy ape like Vidor—Dbut he treated her
like dirt. Dad she crave it? T don’t know, but she sure stood up and took
it. “Mother Russia”™ again. He used to bounce her off the walls and she’d
have bruises, and when Strasberg heard about it he kicked Vidor out of
class. Oddly enough, Belinda took his side and stuck up for him, even in
the newspapers. Then there was The Scene. You remember.

A Friday mght, they'd been to Downey’s, had a few, gone home,
started the usual argument, which evolved into a physical contest. He beat
her up good, left her on the couch, and went to bed. Was awakened by
neighbors below, complaining of water leaking into their bedroom. Inves-
tigation found the bathtub overflowing, Belinda floating n it, passed out,
her life’s blood running over the top and onto the pink chenille bathmat.
They only just managed to save her.

Of course, in those troubled times rhere was always a sturdy bulwark
for her: Maude, her ex-mother-in-law, who loved Belinda becaase she'd
been so devoted to Perry; Maude would have done whatever was necded
to help her, but Belinda was having none of that. She was standing on her
own two feet even if she was falling down every four, and she wasn’t about
to cry uncle and go running home to any mother-in-law.

And where was Faun Antrim during all this? Mereifully, Faun was
well out of things. By now she’d become Maude’s responsibility, but the
girl was awesomely precocious, and nobody was pulling any wool over
her eyes, not even Nana. After [ went back to LA, I had a minor
encounter with Faun, one [ long remembered with feelings of distaste and
regret, She must have been twelve or thirteen at the time. In those days
there used to be a toy-town pony ride at the corner of Beverly Bonlevard
and La Cienega Boulevard, where the Beverly Center rears up now. Two
of my married friends, Al and Bea Smith, used to take their kids to nde
the ponics there, and one Saturday when 1 was helping Frank with some
chores, we were downing hotdogs across the strect at the little stand that's
built to look like a real hotdog in a bun. After our Innch on the run [ took
Frank over to say hello to my fricnds, Al and Bea. They had two girls,
around eleven or twelve, and with them was a playmate their age, and she
was Introduced to us as “TFaun.”
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“Not Faun Antrim?” Frank asked. The girl stared up at him with the
oddest look, really weird.

“What's wrong with that?” she demanded, her eyes snapping.

“I know your mummy,” Frank said. “I saw her not so long ago.”

“l have no mummy,” she said. “My mother is a drunk and they’ve
locked her up where she belongs” To this astonishing statement she
added an even more shocking one. I felt my ears burn red and 1 moved
away from the group with Al

“Hely Chnist, what's going on around here?” I asked. “Who's been
filling her head with thar kind of stuff?”

“She gers it at school,” Al said. “Bad stuff, really terrible.”

*Does she really think those things about her mother?” Frank asked,
joining us.

“I'm afraid so. And worse.”

“What's worse than a twelve-year-old calling her mother a whore?”

Then the fit reaily hit the shan. I'd seen how precocious Faun seemed
to be, but how precocious she actually was soon came to light. She ran
away from school, not once but rwo or three times, she cracked up a car,
then she was caught in a theatre balcony in Westwood making out with
a UCLA collegiate seven years her serior. After this, something far more
shocking. First she damn near burned down the whole of Sunnyside: she’d
left a burning cigarette on a two-by-four in the stable, some hay caught
fire, the place went up, the whole hillside was burned black; this was
during the dry season and the grass was like tinder. Though the fire
department managed to extinguish the flames before they spread too far,
two valuable horses died of smoke inhalation, and the stables themselves
were destroyed, those handsome buildings thar Crispin himself had de-
signed, with the name of each horse ahove its stall glazed on an enameled
oval.

Worse followed. Since Faun had made a major hobby of riding
horses, Maude bad engaged a riding instructor, a young Britisher named
Buckminster Eaton, who came with the best credentials. One night when
Maude arrived home after a dinner with friends, she found the hystcrical
girl, her face bruised and bloody, screaming that Bucky had tried to rape
her and to protect herself she’d stabbed him.

Bucky later turned up after having driven himself to the clinic in
Beverly Hills for emergency treatment; he'd lost a lot of blood and efeven
stitches had been taken. Quite a gash. It was a dirty business, all right, one
thar served to send Faun’s mother flying west on the next planc. Belinda
was out of the sanitarium by this time, and in fair shape, and when she
arrived she took charge. It was she who elicited the information that there
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was no rape involved, at least not on the part of Faun’s riding instructor.

It came to light that for months Bucky Iiaton had been fighting off
the sexual advances of his young pupil, and when he finally rebuffed her
by announcing his engagement to a Pasadena Rose Bowl beauty, the
infuriated Faun had taken her revenge. The case was settled out of court,
but everyone knew that a targe sum of money had changed hands between
Maude and Eaton. It didn’t really matter—the money, I mean; there was
plenty to cover such incidentals—but the thing took its toll. Bucky left
town under a cloud, and Belinda, who'd arrived so calm and collected,
began spinning like a dervish.

In 1963 she went to Rome to make a picture, Zenobia, Queen of Palmyra.
As everybody knew, she really needed a job; she wasn't getting 2 mibble
in Hollywood. In fact it looked as if no one anywhere would touch her,
but Frank pulled another of his magic acts and got her signed on the
dotted line. It was an Ltatian-French co-production, it paid only so-so, but
she’d get the billing and they were going to find a top male star to play
opposite her. {This turned out to be Jack Palance, but what the hell.) The
Biblical epic was then in its heyday; they were grinding them out as fast
as someone could come up with an idea. The old Fedora Zenobia had made
money, so why not give it another whirl with the works: color, stereo-
phonic sound, wide screen? They shot it in something called Cinema-
Aspect 75, which was a lot of bunk; the prints were grainy, the color was
washed out, but Belinda’s face was up there on the screen again, which
was what counted. There she was, back in the beads and feathers, cast-iron
tits and a double lipline, with eight vards of braided falls, sexing it up at
Cinecittd. Frank had told her that if thev liked her, there might be a two-
or three-picture deal, and to keep her nose clean, no booze. He subse-
quently found out that clean noses had nothing to do with no booze.

This was in the early part of 63, a vear Jenny and I both remember
with mixed emotions. Frank got me signed for a spy ilm to shoot in North
Africa; mine was a dual role and looked interesting, and I'd get to ride a
camel, not so iteresting. Jenny would go, too. We'd been having niore
and more problems, the fights were coming thick and fast, we almost split
up, but now we decided to try to save our marriage, and rather than
costurne another fifm, she’d take a break and go over with me. I was glad,
[ just couldn’t see us hitting the divorce courts and doing the mental-
cruelty bit. If we'd had trouble, it was my fault as much as hers; our careers
had a habit of getting in the way of things, and when she made this
generous offer I was pleascd.
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I finished the picture in seven weeks—we were slowed down by high
desert winds—but when I'd polished off my loops in Madrid, Frank said
why not come over to Rome, he’d get me another picture.

At that point Kit Carson and April Rains were halfway through The
Trojan Horse. It happencd that Claire Regrett was also i town, shooting
one of her last, Vampire of the Catacombs; they had her working under-
neath the Colosseurn with thousands of sets of bones and prune-dried
cadavers. And with Belinda making Zenobia, things promised to be inter-
esting. With her had come her daughter, Faun, more precocious than ever.
In the wake of the Bucky LEaton scandal, and thinking it prudent to
remove the girl from home, Maude had made a present of this holiday.
Belinda had decided that it might be just as well for Faun to be close at
hand while her mother was filming. And no doubt Faun’s absence from
Sunnyside was viewed as a well-deserved breather for Maude,

It was not a good time for Belinda. I found her greatly changed. The
boozing had taken a heavy toll, and 1 didn’t see how she could possibly
photograph well, but Frank’s report was that the producer was so enam-
ored of her, it hardly mattered. Fven so, things weren’t made easy for her.
True to her fashion, Claire seemed to break into print every other day,
in the Rome Daily American ot in Roma di Notte, and at one point she went
to considerable pains to take Belinda to task publicly. Belinda was seeing
a flamenco dancer she'd picked up ar the Pippastrella who, she claimed,
was bedding her in a most satisfactory way. Claire was not long in leaping
into print, upbraiding Belindz as one of those Hollywood actresses who
did nothing to uphold the standards of the industry and went around
giving the business a bad name and what would the people in Duluth
think? She added that Faun was nothing but a spotled little brat and should
be spanked for her behavior. (Faun wes running wild with the younger
movie crowd.)

Later therc were harsh words when the two actresses came across
each other in the lobby of the Grand, and, having had one too many,
Belinda was heard to refer to Claire as “that has-been,” which Claire
countercd by calling Belinda a “never-was.”

Jen and 1 agreed that Belinda was once more deliberately setting out
to do herself 1n, as if she were determined to spurn cvery opportunity that
came her way, to defeat all attempts to help her, to toss back the lifesaver
ring, as if she had somchow decided that good fortune was never to be
hers and she had no way to go but down, down, all the way down,

At that point Belinda was established in 2 peculiar category; she was
like a queen without a kingdom, though she did hold court frequently,
usually along Via Veneto, at Donay’s or another street café. Her courtiers
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and servitors were mostly Roman riffraff, true, but to the Italians she was
still 2 hot ticket. {They called her “La Bionda.”) And often at her side was
the almost grown-up sex kitten, Lolita herself, little Faun, her hair some-
what blonder than nature had decreed. And frequently between the
mother and daughter sat the sleek and slick El Gatto, “the Cat.” Not a
painter but a flamenco dancer, Belinda’s current flame masqueraded as
a Spaniard from Tolede, son of a hidalgo, no less, but in reality he was
a mongrel gypsy with a little Spanish blood and the longesr sideburns this
side of José Greco. His more intimate name was—what else?—José—*4/
mio Joselito,” Belinda called him—and he had earlier come to the world’s
attention by doing a gypsy dance under the windows of la signorina Ava,
who at that time occupied a flat at the end of the Prazza d’Espagna and
who had her own Larin, a courageous torero, and didn’t need this ersatz
“flamingo” dancer {as he had been called by Claire Regrett). Ava having
ignored the would-be swain, Sefior Joselito had proceeded to serenade yet
another signoring, La Bionda, under ber balcony at L'Albergo Grande.

All things considered, T deemed it wiser to avoid Belinda as much as
I could. T saw her around, of course—Rome 15 2 village and everyone sees
everyone there, or did at that time. But we ran across each other one day
at, of all places, the Trevi Fountain, Jenny had teken some American
friends to see the gardens at the Villa d'Este and wouldn't be back untl
dmnertime. I was out snapping picturcs of the sights, and as [ came into
the piazza who should I see posing for tourist cameras but Belinda Carroll.
She was [olling in the sun by the fountain, having the time of her life,
laughing and rapping with whoever happened along. I would have passed
her by, but she noticed me and came rushing over. I took her to a café
where we sat under an awning and had a Negrone apiece. Negrones are
a deadly drink and I never cared for them much (Frances Adano had
mtroduced me to them), but that was what we ordered. Belinda and 1
chatted away ten to the dozen about this and that, the unbelievable prob-
lems on The Trojan Horse, about Jenny—Belinda secmed especially inter-
ested in hearing about her; she even thought to ask about Ronnie Alsep,
and we cnded up dashing off a posteard to her. Naturally, we talked about
the hottest gossip item going: Frank's affair with Apri} Rains.

We had a couple more Negrones, then we abandoned the Trevi, and
before I knew it we’d walked clear over to her hotel. By then we both
knew what we had in mind, and we went up to her room. There were
sessions of the Ecumenical Council still proceeding at the Vatican and our
elevator car was full of priests. Belinda's eyes crinkled with merriment at
the idea of what that collection of celibates would think if they guessed
our purposc in ascending together to the sesto piano,
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As soon as we entered the salon, [ was confronted by the elaborately
sct bar Belinda maintained on a large refectory table. She didn’t bother
with room scrvice, but dispensed the liguor in job lots; she could have run
a good-sized party on what she had in stock. I poured Zubrovka vodka
over ice and we drank healths, and then we began tearing off our clothes.
I drew the outside shutters, allowing that wonderful Roman afternoon-
siesta light to filter through. Mcanwhile, the traffic had thinned, and its
brazen cacophony dimmed away while we lay in the bed making love. To
tell the rruth, I never had the Icast thought of Jenny out at the Vitla d'Fiste,
not one; until afterward, and then I thought a lot about a lot of things.
1 even thoughr about what if someone besides those priests had seen us
come 1n, what if they were downstairs, waiting for us to come out again?

After we made love, I found some of that slushy Italian pop music
on the radio, and we lay on top of the sheets as we had so often in the
New York days, smoking GGauloises, sipping our vodka, and talking qui-
etly, We weren’t kids, but we sure acted like it, even felt like it; Belinda
was sweet beyond belief, filled with a warm gentleness and subdued
humor. As she talked we kept stroking each other’s hair; mine was long
after my African stint and I'd left it uncut; who knew what kind of movie
Frank might come up with?

Later, when the traffic had begun getting noisy again, telling me it
was time to get going, I went into the bathroom and turned on the taps
to All the tub, then went back to bed to discover that Belinda and T weren't
quite finished vet. After that we talked a while longer. As I recall the
conversation, we werc talking about love and happiness, marriage and
fidelity, things like that. Perry Antrim had been dead for about ten years
now, and though Belinda never said as much, Iinferred that with his death
all of her happiness had been swept away, and to her sorrow she never
expected it to return. This of course was why she drank, to blot it all out.
She said she certainly didn’t intend to marry again—which only went to
show how wrong people can be about theinselves. She said she now had
a full-time job with Faun: therc was so much to make up for; she’d let the
girl down terribly and wanted to do better. She had given El Gatto the
El Gate-o; and as to the future, she didn’t have a ¢lue as to what she might
do when her picturc ended.

It wasn’t difficult deducing from what she said that she held little
brief for April, and it was clear to me that the green-cyed monster was
involved here. I figured that since April had nearly twenty years on her,
Relinda probably had a right to envy her that beautiful skin, those clear
cyes, that healthy outdoors look, but I was taken aback by the vehemence
of her feclings about Frank. “Afeer Perry, he's the only one I really
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wanted. But he’s erazy if he thinks Frances is ever going to give him a
divorce. She'd die first.”

At one point [ shifted my position and as [ glanced across the room
I saw that the light chrough the shutters was being reflected in the foor
in gleaming ripples. It took me a moment to figure out what was causing
the liquid reflection; then I leaped up with a shout and rushed to turn off
the tub. The Aoor was covered with my bathwater, and the Oriental rugs
were sOpping.

“What'll we do?” I wondered, while Belinda just giggled.

“Get dressed and scram out of here quick,” she said. ““Then Fll ring
for the portiére or someonc.”

I threw on my clothes, kissed her arrivederci, and left. Two of the
samc priests were in the elevator going down. When they saw me without
Belinda, they looked a little disappointed. I couldn’t blame them.

Each time I saw her she shook me up somehow. I didn’t really understand
my feelings then, but later I came to realize that I was probably in love
with her but didn’t know it. What struck me most about Belinda at that
time was that her ore was being annealed in a furnace of her own heating,
Something inside her was moving to put herself to the supreme test; she
was searching, groping. One day she took some things out of her bag and
I saw a book by Krishnamurti, and when I mentioned the fact, she denied
ownership; claimed it belonged to a friend. T judged thar she was doing
some groping, she was on a search, and of course I was right; she wanted,
nceded, something—something that that damnable mother of hers had
always denied her.

The thing was, [ iked Belinda. Her problems of temperament and
ego-boosting went beyond those of most stars-in-difhiculty, yet she was
kindhearted, she was sensitive to other people’s problems, and she cared.
Here’s an example of what I'm talking about, [t happened at a time when
April and Frank and Jenny and I had been down at Capri during a hreak
in April’s shooting schedule. Somehow Belinda bad got wise to the fact
that Frank and April were now holed up at the villa of the Contessa
Ingrisi, a rich American divoreée we all knew—everyone knew Dodi in
thosc days—and Belinda decided to play spotlsport. She got herself invited
aboard the Calliope, which was carrying on its illustrious passenger list no
less a cefehrity than Madame Callas herself. When Belinda dropped the
news that Dodi Ingrisi was playing hostess to America’s sweethearts, the
yaeht chugped off for Civitavecchia, where, as if on cue, the lovers ap-
peared in full view, April giving Frank a hair trim on the Contessa’s
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terrace. Photographs were snapped through a telephoto lens, they were
sold to Oggi, and when they appeared, the jig was up for Frank and April.
In the meantime Hedda Hopper had blown into town and hell was to pay,
the biggest mess possible—with Belinda at the bottom of it all.

When | found out about her involvement, T let her have it with both
barrels. Filled with remorse over the mischief she'd caused, she went to
April and apologized for her part in the affair, and as a result of that
meeting the two women became friendly. Funny how things like that
happen. Later, after Frank was killed, Belinda again went to April, to the
place wherc she was institutionalized, to explain what had happened, hut
by that time April wasn’t running on Standard Time and it was merely
wasted cfort on Belinda’s part. But T think it's important to acknowledge
these and other examples of her goodheartedness.

One day, when [ got back to the hotel, Jenny reported that Belinda
had called. When I got her on the phone, she soundcd depressed and asked
if we could meet. She began to cry and I promised to come, then had to
invent an cxcuse for Jen, who wasn't fooled for an instant.

Belinda’s woes were on the upswing. It was Faun, of course. She’d
coine home the night before and bragged that she’d lost her virginity.
With whom? With her mother’s discarded lover, the flamingo dancer.

I got in touch with Frank—he'd left Rome for England to make
arrangements regarding Babe’s London opening—and explained the
problem. Iid he have any suggestions? He’d alrcady had a notion of what
was going on; rumors Hew around Rome like confetti and it never took
long for the latest scandal to be reported. Frank said he’d sec what he could
arrange.

Next morning Faun received a curt note from her amigo, Josclito,
saying he was unavoidably called out of town and regretfully would not
be able to see her again. The day after, Faun was on a plane, booked via
London over the Pole to Los Angeles, where Maude awaited her. No one
mourned Fl Gatto, least of all Belinda. I had to laugh, though. What
sprang our flamingo dancer out of Rome was a surprise invitation from
Dodi Ingrisi to a large party she was giving for a inovie producer who was
looking for a Spanish dancer who could “Hamingo™ good. Joselito didn't
get the job.

There was this about Belinda: she possessed the knack or ahility to sur-
mount whatever the winds of chance happened to Mow her way. The
mind of the public is notoriously short in such matters, they are a forgiv-
ing lot, and it wasn’t long hefore most people had forgotten that the star
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of Zenobia, Queen of Palmyra had more or less disgraced herself in Rome.

This was just as well, and by the time she returned to the States no
one was more surprised than she to discover that she was in love again.
She’d met Grant Potter thirty-five thousand feet over Cleveland, New
York to L.A. By the time the plane was over Albuquerque and the captain
was announcing the Grand Canyon coming up, she was head over heels
in love. Potter was a rich, aggressive contractor-builder with a variety of
business interests, some of which took him to Mexico on frequent trips.
He'd buiit 2 house in Acapulco and it was there, on a terrace overlooking
the bay, with a vermilion sun setting into the gray-bluc sea, amid a bower
of flowers that smelled like heaven itself, that Belinda Laurel Seacombe
Apper Pritchard Antrim became Mrs. Grant Potter. It turned out to be
2 mistzke of no ordinary ilk.

For a while all went Ane—of course it did. She adered Mexico, she
became an aficionado of the bulifights, she Iearned sufficient Spanish to
run the house smoothly, and she made a charming hostess. She even did
a hlm, the unfortunate £ Gatto nel Sol; the picture came and went like
the mayfly it was. She kept her mahogany tan, wore beautiful clothes and
expensive jewels, and was 2 worthy chatelaine to Las Flores Rosas, which
was the name of the house. The President of Mexico was a frequent
visitor, and several of His Excelencia’s mistresses—not simultaneously,
however. Grant and Belinda made a handsome couple and were fre-
quently photographed together with their teen-age children, Faun and
Dane. One shot even appeared in Town & Country, which had a lot to
say about where Mrs. Potter stood at the moment on the social ladder.
Who remembered Benny Vidor or the flamingo dancer now?

When Grant’s business required his presence in Los Angeles, they
usually occupied the Mandeville house that had been Belinda's and Perry’s
and which she’d had completely redecorated in all of Grant’s favorite
colars. There they lived the life of country squires, enjoying the rural
atmnosphere of the western Sunset area, yet being secn at all the best
Brentwood and Beverly Hills parties. Hollywood proved that it can over-
look both misfortune and bad taste when it elected to readmit Belinda to
her former elevated status in its society; “forgive and forget” was its motto
—*"but don’t do it again.”

In return, the doors of the Mandeville house were flung wide, and
celebrated guests came and went—producers, directors, actors and ac-
tresses, as well as many of Grant’s cxtensive list of business associates,
because it was all business, anyway, wasn't it? The marriage was a noble
undcrtaking and we all gave Belinda full marks. Her efforts at creating a
solid family unit were warmly chronicled in the papers, and the credit line
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“Mr. and Mrs. Grant Houghley Potter” was often scen on the lists of
charitable commuttees, and while Grant was oceasionally mistakenly re-
ferred to as “Mr. Carroll,” he took it with grace. That was what happened
when you married 2 movie star, he said.

Jenny and I were invited to several affairs at Mandeville, and I found
it casy to believe that Belinda had at last found the happiness she’d sought
for so long. Then life took another little spin. By now Faun had graduated
from Westlake School and there was a big party to cclebrate. She went
on taking her equitation classes and rode in the Westbury horse show and
the one at Nod's Ridge, and Dane Potter often participated, for he enjoyed
riding, too. A year after her high-school graduation, Faun made her debut
at a party given by Grant and Belinda at the Bel Air Country Club; the
tables were decorated in tuberoses and asters, with ginger leis flown in
from Honolulu for the guests, and in the center of the buffer table there
was a fountain of champagne from which guests might imbibe. The party
was a big success and in another month Faun Antrim and Dane Potter
were secretly married in Arizona. Seven months later the bride was deliv-
ered of an cight-pound, fourteen-ounce boy, christened Gary. Rumor had
it that Faun lacked the marernal instinct. She turned her baby over to a
nuarse while she scooted arcund, and this lack of responsibility no doubt
led in the Jong run to the child’s mysterious disappearance. But that wasn’t
until some years later, when Faun had disconnected from the world and
entered into the life of a Flower Child in the then-dawning Age of
Aquarius, withdrawing to 2 commune to preach free love and raise bean
curd and alfalfa sprouts, and then setting out to discover the wisdom of
the East. Good hick!

For a time¢ Belinda disappeared from my life—not that she’d been that
much in it, but one way or another we'd managed to keep m touch. Jenny
and I had even flown down to Acapulco for her wedding, and I'd scen
the look of adoration on her face as she'd raiscd it to kiss her new husband,
Grant seemed an uncomplicated kind of guy, four-square, the real
McCoy, shrewd and hardheaded in business matters but a loving, tender
mate and putty in Behinda's hands. They traveled a lot at that time, and
she had everything any woman could possibly want—except a child,
which they both wanted, the proof of their love; but it was getting late
for her to have a baby. It helped some that their children had between
them concocted a baby, but the fact that Faun and Dane were stepbrother
and -sister added something slightly louche to the whole thing, something
the least bit off, like Tuesday’s fish. There were even mentions of that
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dread word “incest,” as if by having fallen in love they’d committed some
terrible crime, when of course there were no blood ties whatever.

The senior Potters were obliged to swallow their embarrassment
when the baby was born with such obvious prematureness, though as
grandparents they put a good face on the whole thing. But the furure
dimmed when it was learned that Dane, an exercise enthusiast, took a
profound satisfaction in beating up his new wife, a habit he couldn’c scem
to break. Faun was fast becoming the battered bride, and the marriage was
over before 1t began.

At the same time Belinda was discovering that her own union was
all bat on the rocks. The writing was not on the wall, however, but in a
poison-pen letter addressed to her and signed “a friend,” divulging the
information that her husband, whom she loved and trusted, was secretly
sceing a woman in San [rancisco, a city to which he made frequent
business trips.

I became privy to this little item because I'd accidentally stumbled
across Belinda in the most unexpected way. Vi Ucberroth was practically
one of the charter members of the Sand and Sea Club, thar exclusive
enclave on Pacific Coast Highway, an establishment catering to only the
most exclusive social element in the city. Occasionally Vi would invite me
out for lunch and an afternoon of sun poolside or, if [ chose, a lie-out on
the beach, listening to Vi chatter away: you could always count on Vi o
Dring you np-to-date on the latest dirt.

This particular afternoon, when she’d got into one of her beloved
poker games, I went for a stroll along the beach. I suddenly discovered
I had acquired a pal in the dog that ran up and barked for the stick I was
carrying. I winged the stick, the dog bounded after it, pulled it out of the
surf, and trotted back to me with the stick in his jaws. The next time I
threw 1t, the dog dashed right across a blanket where two women were
sitting with a baby under an umbrella, and then by golly if the dog didn't
get the stick and plow right back across the same blanket, splatcering water
all over the place.

When I stepped over to apologize to the women, I had my surprise:
one of them turned out to be Belinda Carroll.

“Well, look who's here,” she said musingly, shading her eyes at me.
“I was just thinking of you not two hours ago.”

“What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that 1t's been ages since I've seen you. You never
call me.”

“I don’t know where to get you. I tried Mandeville. Aren’t you there

=¥
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She shook her head so her hair swung and she drew me down and
introduced her companion, a young Finn who was her current au pair
girl, a buxom milkmaid type with the look of the young Bergman about
her, hired to look after the three-year-old baby, whom its father had left
with Belinda! Faun, fortunately, had no interest in hanling the hahy
around with her on her “spiritual pilgrimage.”

When I pretended to suppose it was her own, she gave me a playful
sock. “This is our beautiful Master Gary Potter,” she explained. “Kirstig
and I are baby-sitting while Dane is in Salt Lake City on business. Say
hello to the nice man,” she said, and the baby cooed. “Feel how heavy he
is, this little dumpling,” and she handed him over to me. T sat him aboard
my thigh and dandled him a bat, until he began to squall and Kirstig
relieved me of him.

“Oh goodness, I thought so,” she said in her English-accented Scan-
dinavian voice, “the little mischief has gone toy-toy in his nappy. Let me
just go change him, I shan’t be a minute.”

With an apologetic smile she got up and bore the pooped-up baby
away, leaving me to talk with Belinda, an interval both pleasant and
cnlightening.

The surprise of stumbling across her had taken my breath away, but
now the mere sound of her voice worked like a tonic on me. There were
little crooks and lines around her eyes that, while they made her appear
older, were nonetheless intriguing. She was weathering, all right, but
wonderfully. Her vivid beauty was paring down to a fine handsomeness
rare in women, and I found her quite as extraordinary-looking as ever.

She seemed plcased to sec me, too, and asked me many questions—
about my health, my work, how things were going with Jenny and me.
She’d rented a place here on the beach for the whole summer and urged
us to come out any time we liked. The sun and salt air were good for
the child and she was so delighted to have him. “Me, a grandmother?
Come on.”

“And Faun? What's become of her?” I waited for her answer.

“I had a letrer, surprise, surprise. Wrong—not a letter, a card. From
Delhi. She's been at the T'aj Mahal. There was some difficulty, cvidently
—they had to drag her out of the pool. It’s against the law to swim there.”

“What's she doing in India? Killing all the sacred cows?”

“She’s meditating and learning voga and has something called a
mandala. She also has a mantra. Rings on her fingers and bells on her toes
—1I guess she jingles as she walks. She sent me a snapshot of herself with
a diamond in her nosc—how on earth do they get them to stay in? Now
she’s living at an ashram somewhere and eating goat cheese. She can even
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make her stomach touch her spine or something. But I don’t think goat
cheese is the answer.”

Though she made light of the whole thing, I could tell that Faun was
rattling Belinda's cage again. Because she seemed embarrassed to talk
about it, I locked for another topic of conversation. “Where’s Grant these
days?” | asked fipally.

She didn’t look at me. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know. Sin-
gapore, maybe. Or Botswana, or Honduras. Or . . . San Francisco .. .7
The funny way she said it made me pay closer attention.

“What's in San Francisco?”

“Oh, you know, the usual—Nob Hill, Golden Gate Bridge—and
somebody named Curtwright.”

Who, I wondered, was Curtwright.

Candace Curtwright, it came out, was a San Francisco socialite type,
glittering hostess, patron of the arts, chairman of the Opera Ball, chirty,
blonde, and a dilly.

“Blondes are fatal for Grant,” she said. “But what a way for me to
find out.” She fetched her striped beach bag, delved inside, and produced
a letter, which she handed over to me. “Read it and weep, darling.”

The letter, handwritten on drugstore stationery, said:

Must you spend your whole life being dumb? Did it cver occur
to you why your darling husband insists on spending so much
time these days in the lovely City by the Bay? As Tony Bennett
says in the song, “I left my heart in San Francisco.” You know,
dear—where the little cable cars climb halfway to the stars? Take
atip, the name is Candy Curtwright, she’s pretty and she’s leded
[sic). But don’t cry, it happens to us all. Just ditch the bum,

The lines were unsigned. I stared at them, trying to analyze the
handwriting. There was something so blatantly vulgar, so cheap and
obvious, even obscene about the note that [ inwardly cursed its author.
What kind of woman—of course it was a woman—could be so deliber-
arely crucl?

I folded the pages to return them to their envelope, and as 1 did so,
I caught the faint fragrance that clung to them, and noted Belinda’s
tentative glance from under her lashes.

“Mm.” She wet her lips as she took the envelope back and stashed
it in the bag. | wondered why she carried it with her. Presently Kirs-
tig returned with the baby and we ventured into other realms of con-
versation.



144 ALL THAT GLITTERS

An hour later, when I got back to the club and found Viola, who was
sunny as Spain because she’d won three pots and filled an inside straight,
[ told her about the letter. Wise m the ways of her sex, V1 was neither
as surprised nor as shocked as I. “Birches, dear, we’re all bitches,” she said
matter-of-factly. But I could sce she was upsct, for she liked Belinda and
was one of the few women permitted to address her as “Blindy,” the
nickname Maude Antrim had given her back when she was married to
Perry.

“Certainly it was 2 woman. I got her scent. And guess what it was.”

“l know—Eau de la Skunk!”

“Try Jeunesse Dorée.” This was the scent that Claire Regrett had
invested her name—and money—in.

She laughed outright. “Oh, my dear, you don’t mean it. Are you
saying you detect the fine Italian hand of Madame Regrett in this®”

I pointed out that Claire was a notoriously bad speller. “Loded” was
how she’d written it.

V1 mused about this and I could tell she didn't like it, didn't Like it
at ail. “Claire was in San Francisco for the opera two weeks ago. Pagliacei,
I believe she said.”

“So there we are.”

“Oh dcar, ch dear,” V1 said, shaking her head. I really wish this
hadn’t happened. What a woman doesn’t knew-—another woman will tell
her. I'in afraid Blindy may take this too much to heart. I just pray it doesn't
sct her off again. You know—"

She tossed back an imaginary glass of Scotch and went to collect her
Wwinnings.

Though she had no occult powers that I knew of, it was exactly as Viola
predicted: the news of Grant’s infidelities snapped Belinda’s lines again
and she became a ship all at sea. This time her sails were badly torn, her
rigging all tangled, her anchor torn away and sunk. She endured the
shame of the divorce bravely enough, making another ¢ollection of head-
lines and keeping tongues wagging.

T'o the loss of a hushand (after the divorce, Grant married his thirty-
year-old San Francisco socialite} must be added the shecking and mysteri-
ous loss of her grandchild, Gary, whom she had adored and whom she
mourncd, white Faun’s blithe attitude about the missing child only served
to estrange mother and daughrer further. The story of the tragic case soid
papers for months; onc lead after the other was turned up, only to prove
another red herring or to end 1n some calculating person’s believing it was
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chance to make money out of someone else’s misfortune, in this case one
of the most famous women in the country. As might have been expected,
the mother was at the bottom of it all. Having flown in from India with
members of the Hare Krishna cult she had made herscif a part of, she
arrived at Sunnyside, demanded that Belinda hand over the child. She
drove him away in a van with flower decals pasted alt over 1ts exterior,
the speakers blaring “Strawberry fields forever . . . Neither Belinda nor
Maude Antrim ever saw the boy agam.

FFaun was crucified in the papers, and Belinda was again pilloried, as
if the thing had somehow been her faule. It mushroomed into a scandal
of remarkable proportions when she, leaving her psychiatrist’s office on
North Bedford, was attacked by a hysterieal woman who dumped a bag
of garbage on her. Since a photographer had been conveniently on hand
to record the incident, it scemed likely it had been a set-up, but it didn’t
help Belinda at all to see her picture plastered on page one. (Some time
later I was hurrying to catch my flight out of Chicago, and as [ ran for
the gate I was accosted by one of those smiling Hare Krishnas who an-
noy travelers by handing them a flower and then cadging a donation;
as I brushed angrily past the ercature in her curry-colored rags, I was
astonished to realize it was Faun Potter, or someone who looked a lot
like her.)

The kidnapping was all Belinda needed to push her off the deep end.
She began drinking agam, more heavily than ever, and there were many
repetitions of the kind of scenes she’d played before, the kind from the
New York and Rome days.

Again, regrettably, I lost track of her. Jen and I were still having
problems, I was being faced by important career decisions, and frankly my
mind was in other places. But then there occurred the unfortunate busi-
ness about Mel Beers, and that, of course, was the end. [t was really the
nadir for Belinda Carroll; after it she had no place to go but up; she’d been
down about as far as anyone could go.

She'd always hiked jazz, and back in the forties when she came to
New York she’d sometimes go up to Harlem to hear the black musicians,
Dizzy Gillespie and others, who she claimed “sent her.” Now she'd
latched en to a sax player who could be heard at The Joint, a place along
the Coast Highway between Santa Monica and Malibu.

One day eight of us had driven in two cars up to Trancas, the only
really good beach around in those days when the notorious Red Tide was
running. It was a great day and we lingered for a long sunset cocktail
hour; then, since everyonc was starved, on the way home we stopped for
chili and beer. By then it was after ten, but some of the gang were up for
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a party, and since The Joint was just next door, they said they wanted to
go catch a couple of sets. Jenny poured cold water and party-pooped, but
it wasn’t our car so she got overruled.

As we cntered, there was 2 sandwich board at the coat-check closet
that proclaimed “Featuring Mel Beets,” and there was an 8 X o glossy of
2 black dude with a saxophone hung around his neck. Since it was still
early, there were plenty of tables, and we sat up front while a trio played
really cool stuff, the kind of ffties music that frosted a hot room and
reminded you of Castles in Spain, that terrific icy album that Miles Davis
put out.

While we sat listening, I noticed this woman at a table to one side;
she had a drink and there was an untouched club sandwich on the
Formica-top table. The way she sat, with one foot turned at the ankle, the
other foot resting on top of it, made me look closer. Sure enough: Belinda.
She’d put on weight—the reason I hadn’t recognized her right away—and
she was looking her absolute worst, in slacks and a messy blouse and
don’t-care hair. Afraid she might catch me staring, I looked away, and I
didn’t say anything to Jenny or the others.

Then the set ended, the trio came off the stand, and a quintet came
on. Now I had my first look at this Mel Beets; he was the one people came
to hear, and pretty soon he began to wail on his sax. No doubt, he was
good, really cool. Not bad-looking, but nothing to write home about,
either—a trimmed mustache, neat hair, good hands with 2 careful mani-
cure; you could see the pale rose ovals gleaming under the lights. 1 was
always amazed at how some musicians could go clear out of things while
they were playing; this fellow was as far out as you cau get.

But I didn’t like him, only because of Belinda’s interest in him, and
I found myself rejecting hoth him and his music. His eyes would occasion-
ally flick over to where she was sitting. She looked zomhielike as she
sipped from her drink and took extended drags on her cigarette, blowing
out strcams of smoke that rose and dissolved in the blue lights, as if she
were trying to call attention to herself.

After a couple of sets the group took a breather. When they moved
off into the dark, I watched Belinda get up and head for the john. Our
group started talking, and the women said they were going to powder
their noscs. 1 thoughr, God, if Jenny recognizes Belinda—

But when they came back there were no signs of anything amiss. [
got up casually and stretched, glanced around, then said I thought I'd
check the serviee for messages. I ankled over to where it said “Rest
Rooms” and ducked behind a ratty curtain that was half off its rod. At the
end of the passageway hung a lighted sign, “Telepbone,” and | went along
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to it. The booth was hidden away under the stairs and it was in usc. The
light at the top glowed dimly and [ could see a man hehind the glass. Then
I realized there were two people in there, but [ didn't think they were
usmg the phone. The man was wearing a white shirt; the back of his neck
was dark; the woman’s arm was white as she embraced him. As I looked
away, to the walls that were covered with grafhti, T noticed two pairs of
initials enclosed in a heart, making me think of a similar design in cement
in the cellar of a Connecticut house. And now here we were, Belinda and
I, in a California roadhouse, and she was getting banged by a black
saxophonist, and my wife would be angry if she knew what I was think-
ing. | turned and went out.

“Anything?” Jenny asked. I shook my head.

After a while the musicians shufled onto the stand again; they played
a few riffs, feeling their way into something, but the quintet was now a
quartet, because the sax player was missing. They started without him,
“On the First Warm Day,” a Bart Howard tune Mabel Mercer used to
sing, and it jarred me, reminding me of New York, but my mind was still
picturing the scene in the telephone booth—what if 1'd just knocked on
the glass and waved?

The guitar was taking the lead chords, and I noticed that Belinda’s
table remained conspicuously empty; the top was cleared of both glass and
uneaten sandwich. Pretty soon Mel Beets reappeared, clipped on his sax,
and slid into the measure; after a discreet interval Belinda stepped out from
behind the curtain, ducking low in the light as she resumed her place. She
carried a fresh drink, which she set in front of her while she lit another
cigarette and blew more smoke into the blue lights. 1 couldn’t resist
looking at her, my eyes flicking back and forth from her pale face to the
sweating brown one on the stand. She looked both nervous and bored. She
studied her wrist in the light, then fumbled in her purse; she mrned aside,
bent her head, and jerked it once, twice, and I knew she was taking a snore.
As she turned back she wiped her finger under her nose, 2 dead giveaway.

At that moment, her profile had fallen into full light, and I heard
Jenny's low gasp and she poked me. *“I.ook—it’s Belinda Carroll!” she said
in a louder voice than [ could have wished for. The music level dropped
at that moment and her voice carried, carried so well that Belinda glanced
our way. She peered harder; then she jumped up, knocking over the table
along with her drink. She stumbled and landed in the corner with a crash,
[ rushed to help her, pulling her to her feet but teying to keep her hidden
with my body as I propelled her through a slit in the curtain.

We were standing in the passageway to the kitchen and I could hear
pots being rattled, and voices. [ tried to prop her against the wall and keep
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her upright while I caught my breath. She stared at me and kept repeating
“Jesus Christ” over and over in a dazed, disbelieving voice. Wagging her
head, she tried to shove me away.

“Don’t look at me, Jesus, don’t look at me!” she kept saying, stll
shoving at my chest while 1 stood there holding her up, trying to figure
out what to do with her. Then a figure ducked through the curtain behind
us and [ felt rather than saw someone move in—this turned out to be the
club manager—and relieve me of her weight. He didn’t say a word, but
as he tock her away, I heard Belinda say my name. “IHe’s a friend,” [ heard
her tell the man, “(,harhc_fncnd— ‘Then she was gone and [ could
smell fried onions from the kitchen,

I was ashamed to face my friends; most of them knew of my friend-
ship with Belinda, and Jenny kept saying, “I don’t understand, I simply
don’t understand.” [ didn’t try to enlighten her, because I didn’t under-
stand, either, but there were domestic repercussions. At home, she had lots
to say about the situation, words I didn’t care to hear. I felt she was hitting
below the belt and taking it cut on Belinda for whatever had happened
years earlier in New York. Then something got into the papers about a
“famous forties star” hanging out at a beach dive because she was hung
up on a musician who happened to be a gentlernan of color.

One evening a few wecks after this, after we'd had yet another
quarrel, [ lied to Jenny by saying I was going to visit a couple of friends.
I tock one of the cars and on the merest hunch drove out to the beach.
[t was a Friday, and I may have been itl-advised to make the trip, bur I'd
been drinking since five and I had a good buzz on. | parked and went into
The Joint and sat down at the bar. The place was already crowded and
I had to cranc and stretch to see over the heads of the crowd. The quintet
was on the stand and I didn’t even have to look to know that Mel Beets
was in his place: there was the wailing of his sax to tell me. A further
glance told me that Belinda was over there, too, at her regular stand, drink
on table, her hair shining in the hght. With her was 2 kind of duplicate
job, also blonde, and though I couldn’t sec her face, [ had a feeling I knew
who 1t was. Maybe it was the spaghctti straps, the cinched-in waist, the
tilt of the head, but I was pretry sure 1t was Angie Brown.

Sure enough, as I took my drink and headed in that direction, [ heard
her gleeful augh, that big Italian guftaw. Shiding closer, [ put my cold
hand against her bare back. She tet out a yelp, turning with an indignant
look until she realized who it was; then she jumped up, threw her arms
around me, and screamed with deifight.

“Quict?” “Shuat up!?™ “Sit down!” came the calls, and “For God’s
sake, sit down!"” I heard Belinda growl. She wouldn’t Iock at me, but was
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trying to cover her face with the hand that held a cigarette. T sat. Angie
clutched my hand, and whiic the number played on we cexchanged a
whole dialogue in total silence: she didn’t really understand what she was
doing there, Belinda had wanted her to come and keep her company; she
didn't likc the sax player; things were grim; shc was glad I was there—
why awas T there?—she was so glad to sce me; what could we do together
to help our friend? When I lit Angic’s cigarette for her, 1 could sce by the
match flame that like the rest of us she hadn't gotten any younger; but,
God, it was good to sce her. And then the music ended. As Mel set his
instrument on 1ts rack he glanced our way, then went off with his cronies,

Belinda gave mc 2 hard glarc. “What are you doing out this way
again?”

“I happened to be in the neighborhood; do you mind? Do you
mind?"

“I mind the hell out of you if you're trying to check up on me,” came
the sullen reply.

“He isn’t checking up on you,” Angie interposed tactfully, “He
knew I was here and he came to have a drink, that's all.”

Belinda used an expletive; I never liked to hear her swear and this one
was a beaut. She eyed me with 2 kind of venom I'd never witnessed in
her before, and I could believe many of the stories I'd refused to counte-
nance before. T did my best to turn the corner, to brush past whatever it
was that had loomed so suddenly. I said I'd wanted to see how she was
doing and that I didn’t have a telephone number for her. This much was
true, though it didn’t go down too well. Angie kepr the conversation
going until the musicians camc back. When Mcl Beets appeared in the
doorway, Belinda beckoned to him and he came over. 1 got up and we
shook hands while Angie performed the introductions. I was friendly, but
not too; | said I'd enjoyed his music the first night and had come to hear
some more,

“He’s full of shit,” Belinda snarled. *‘He wants to play daddy and see
how his baby-bunting is. He doesn’t approve of interracial fucking—do
you, Chazz?" She drawled out my name and the word hung in the air.

Mel was scowling, not at me, but at her. “What d'vou want to talk
hike that for?” he said in a low, smooth voice, “Why d’you rag him that
way if he’s your friend?”

““T'hat’s right,”” Angic put in. “We’re all friends herc. Mel, got time
for a drink?”

“Yes, 'lt have one, if it’s all the same.” He spoke politely, in a slightly
southern-accented voice. His hands were on the table and I kept noticing
their slender hines. A cigarette burned between two fingers and the smoke
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curled between us. The waiter brought another round. “Let me,” I said
to Angie, who'd moved for the check.

“Oh, let him, damn it,” Belinda said. ““T’hat’s what men are meant for,
picking up checks.”

“Put a lid on it, babe,” Mel said softly.

“Oh, go lid yourself,” she returned.

“1 mean it, babe. Can 1t.”

“Well, fuck this, for Christ’s sake, can’t [ cven talk anymorc?”

“Not Iike that, Not when you got friends come out to see you. Put
a good face on it, babe. Eat your sandwich there.”

“Who’s hungry?” She swore contemptuously; then the ashes from
her cigarette fell into her drink, and this triggered the most bizarre chain
reaction. With onc vicious swipe she sent the whole drink flying, and it
splashed onto the nearest table, where two couples sat cavesdropping on
our table. Without pausing, Behinda snatched up Mel's drink and dashed
it in his face, cubes and all. When she jumped up, he tried to pull her down
again and she bit him. Then she snatched up the fork from her plate and
attacked him with it. Iv was sickening. Angie and 1 both went at her,
trying to pull her away, but something bad really cracked in her. She
kicked and scratched and fought like a wildcat; she was absolutely uncon-
trollable, and when frst our chairs, then our table had been overturned
and Mel was bleeding, 1 took off my jacket and threw it over her head,
trying to subdue her, and we went to the floor, Her shricks were hoarse
and mntermittent and 1 could sce her fingers clawing the air. Figures had
appeared from the kitchen and were staring down as we writhed in the
wetness, until I clambered astride her, holding her arms down while she
went on thrashing and kicking. No one approached us until, after what
scemed hours, | heard a siren’s wail and then two cops rushed in, I didn’e
want to let them near her, but they literally dragged me off her, and when
she was free of my jacket she scrabbled away from us. Then, as the cops
closed in on her, she went crazy again, cursing and kicking like 2 mad-
woman.

I'd never seen anything close to this; couldn’t even have magined
such a thing. "Fhey used force to quell her, they handcuffed her and shoved
her toward the door, The overhead lights had come on, people crowded
around, and | heard the famous name being buzzed about while the whole
place ogled the scenc.

“Hey, wait,” I called, hurrying after the police, but I slipped in the
water and went down on my ass again. It was Mel who helped me up.

“It’s okay,” he said in my ear, “let them have her. I can get her out.”

Angie, who'd run out with them, came back in shaking her head.
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“Mel, are you hurt?” His arm was perforated from the hand up, the dark
skin bathed in red, and she peered at him anxiously.

“It's all right, don’t worry,” he said, “I'll play again.” His little joke.
The pianist, a guy named Teddy, hit the keys, the waiters were cleaning
up the mess, the lights went down, and Angic and I followed Mel into
the cubicle where the musicians bung out between sets.

“Didn’t I tell you the bitch’d pull something like this one night?” said
Johnny, the guitar player. Someone had come up with a first-aid kit, and
Angie was swabbing Mel’s wounds with alcohol.

“I think we should take you to get this looked at,” she said. “"There’s
no telling where that fork may have been.”

“Most likely in ber mouth,” said Johnny Guitar, Somcone brought
me my sport jacket. 1t was a mess. 1 felt for my wallet, but the pocket was
empty. | looked in all the other pockets, then tossed the coat in the basket.
Nobody knew nothin” ‘bout nothin’. T told myself it was my own damn
fault for meddling.

Mel said he'd meet Angie and me at the police station. She left her
car and drove with me, but at the station there was a real foul-up. Belinda
was giving the boys in blue more of the same—we could hear her strident
voice coming from somewhere in back. Mel was at the desk talking quietly
to the sergeant. “You know who that 152" he asked in his low voice.

“Damnp right. Big stufl, she is. She’s really buzzed. What's she on,
anyway?”

“She’s been ailing, she don't feel so good. Pills, maybe.”

“You her friend?” the sergeant asked.

Angic pushed forward. “We're all her friends. She’s sick, she needs
help. Must you kecp her in therc? Can’t we take ber to the hospiral, ger
her to a doctor?”

“Don’t see her going anywhere in her present condition,” the ser-
geant said laconically.

“What's the charge?” I asked, stepping up.

“Let’s start with a d. and d. and then take it from there. When she
quicts down maybe we can see about some bail. Why don’t you folks go
along home and get some sleep. She’s not going to do anyone any good
tonight.”

“Ofticer, will this get in the papers?” Angie asked in a low voice. The
sergeant shrugged.

“Not from these lips.” He glaneed around the room; there were a
dozen people mn it, cach of whom knew that Belinda Carroll, world-
famous star, was shut up behind those green bars. And God knew what
was going to happen when they let her out again.
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I waited with Mel while Angie went to telephone Maude for help,
and when she hung up she reported that Felix Pass was on the way. Felix
Pass was a brilliant attorney, one of Beverly Hills’ best, but he couldn’t
get anyone to fix bail. Next morning Belinda appeared before Judge
Eugene Hahn of the sccond circuit court of California and was sentenced
by him to ninety days in the county jail. He was known as “Rockpile”
Hahn.

Much was made of these events In the press, and the photographers
had been accorded the privilege of photographing the prisoner at her
arraignment. She had a black eye and a swollen lip, and her clothes were
torn. Formalities over, they rode her down to Lincoln Heights, where she
began serving her sentence. At first she was in a cell with a woman being
held for possession of narcotics and child negligence. She got into a fight
with Belinda and both women had to be placed in the infirmary. After that
Belinda was given a cell of her own. At the end of twenty-one days Felix
Pass got her released in the custody of her former mother-in-law and she
was lct out the back way. The press made capital of the fact that a
Rolls-Royce with an Oriental driver arrived to pick up the freed jailbird
and drove through the crowd that had gathered amid a flurry of flashing
bulbs. Other vehicles trailed the Sitver Cloud onto the Hollywood Free-
way, coming ofl at the Bowl exit onto Highland, then traveling at a
measured pace along Sunset into Beverly Hills. Just past the hotel, the
procession turned into Benedict Canyon, then wound its way up and up
among the green foliage until the passengers were fooking down on the
rooftops that dotted the landscape—most of them red-tiled in the old
California mission style.

Close to the top, on Caligula Way, the Roils proceeded through the
twin gates of the famous estate known as Sunnyside, the residence that
had been built by Crispin Antrim ffty years before. None of the pursuing
vehicles was allowed to enter. The gates closed behind the Rolls as it drew
up to the entrance, where Maude Antrim was waiting to help Belinda
inside. The door closed, the car drove away, all was quiet. Belinda Carrol}
was not seen again for a Iong time.

That was it. They scratched her off, one more alkie, gene the same road
as Frances Farmer 2and a host of other Hollywood beauties, talented ladies
who'd skidded and forgot to jam on the brakes or braked too hard on the
curves. In iHollywood gone 1s forgotten, and she was forgotten; merci-
fully, 1t scemed, because she didn’t need cameras poking in at her or
reporters with pencils in the bands of their fedoras, not that reporters wore
fedoras anymore.
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She was “‘under treatment,’” as it was generally stated in whatever
notice was taken of her. She’d gone the way of all flesh, she’d been walking
the Boulevard of Broken Dreams too long; had she been another kind of
woman she might have taken the dive off the Hollywood sign. For two
years she never appeared in public. A steady progress of medicos came in
and went cut through the gates, sometimes she was driven in the Roils
to a clinie for an X-ray or an EKG; that was about it. ¥ was in Europe
again and not privy to what was going on, but I wrote her, wrote often,
though she didn’t write me back. I wasn't any help anyway; [ was drink-
ing myself in those days—it's where [ got my calories; I sure wasn’t cating
much.

One day an unobtrusive-looking car drove through the gates of Sun-
nyside. No one would have recognized the driver, but it was Belinda,
driving herself for the first time in a long while. She drove over to Pico
Boulevard, where she parked and entered a church. She walked down a
fight of stairs and went into the community room. It was not smoke-filled,
not did 1t have fluorescent lighting. She was surprised ar the number of
familiar faces she saw there; a couple of them were old friends, people she
wasn't even aware had a Problem. Six times she went and never said a
word coming or going. She hid her hair under a scarf, her eyes behind
dark glasses. Her hands sull shook and she was always thirsty. She drank
lots of orange juice for the vitamin C, she chewed gum or her nails, and
her voice developed an unattractive hoarseness. On her seventh visit,
Angie accompanied her. Angic was the one who made her do it, She raised
her hand and when she was called upon she stood up and said, “Hello—
my namc's Belinda Carroll and I'm an alcoholic.”

Those were hard-wrung words for her, words that embarked her on
a journey; not the kind you take for sightseeing, but the long, Ditter
journey that a soul in chains makes when it fights its way back from the
darkest corners or up from the deepest crevasses.

I wasn't present to witness this crucial moment in the life of onc of
the world's most famous women—I was in New York experiencing a
similar, crucial beginning myself—nor was I present on that famous night
over a decade later, to feel the thrill of hearing her name announced to
2 worldwide audience of millions.

Holding the gold statuette they’d just handed her, she smiled to her
many well-wishers in the audience and gave this speech:

“I always wanted to be standing here, like Bette Davis and Katharine
Hepburn, my heroines, and be holding this lietle fellow in my hands. T'hat
[ am standing here at all 1s as much a wonder to me as my having won
tonight. I truly think I must be home in bed asleep and this is just a dream.
But it’s a beautiful dream, 2 lovely dream. I—I have a lot of people to
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thank, more than you can imagine and more than I can ever hope to think
of.” She went on to thank those people connected with the film that had
won her the award, saving her deepest thanks for the man who'd made
her. Upon mention of Frank Adonis’s name the audience forced her to
wait while they applauded; then she listed in turn each of the major stars
whose careers Frank had cither kicked off or helped to boost, with one
notable omission.

Her closing remark was particularly heartfelt. “And I especially want
to thank all of my friends who are all the friends of Bill and who have done
so much to help me. You know who you are. God bless you, everyone.”

Later on the wags were saying that she'd sounded like Pollyana, but
what did that matter? She had her goddamned Oscar in her mitt. 've seen
it. I've touched it. I've kissed the darn thing. But what most people wanted
to know was, who were the “friends of Bill’s” she was talking about?
There wasn’t really any reason for most people to know, but the ones who
did had the best reasons in the world, because they were all saved. Back
from the brink, out of the pit. They'd all come in out of the rain along
with Belinda Carroll. Those people were in A A, that most anonymous
of organizations, but Belinda Carroll had gone public on a worldwide
hook-up and that was the big hurrah. Pretty soon just about everybody
knew who “Bill” was.
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Back in the early thirtics a young woman of no particular distinction
arrived at the Hollywood bus station on Vine Street, a few blocks cast of
Wilcox Avenuc, where Mrs. Wilcox's house had once stood. Like thou-
sands of others, this screen hopeful had blown in from the American
Midwest secking fame and fortune. Her name was Peg Entwhistle, and
like Dorothy she came from Kansas to the Land of Oz; but unlike Dorothy
she never clicked her red shoes three times and got hack home to an
anxiously waiting Auntic Fan. This was Peg’s bad luck. At thac time there
was a local real-estate company owned by Mack Sennett and some lesser
lights, and as a suitable advertisement for their company they erected a
tall block-letter sign in the hills, spelling out in characters three stories
high the name “noLLywoobrLanp.” A real smart deal. Today the sign still
stands—part of it anyway—and with the passing of time it has become the
unofficial trademark of Hollywood, suitably tawdry and commonplace,
just the right degree of rundown tackiness. New York has its Empire State
Building, Chicagoe has the Wrigley Building, St. Louis the Gateway Arch,
San Francisco the Golden Gate Bridge, and Hollywood a battered realty
sign.

As for Peg, she proved ordinary enough, hardly movie fodder, con-
ventionally pretty, like ten thousand other movie-struck girls, with pass-
able legs and firm breasts but little else to recommend her, including
talent, She peroxided her hair and beat on the doors to fame and fortune
for about two years, doors that stubbornly remained closed to her until,
despairing of ever tasting success, our Peg climbed to the very top of the
last letter of norLywoopLanp—the thirteenth letter—and dashed herself
onto the ground among the sharp yucca plants. The coroner’s report
stated that she died of a self-inflicted broken neck, but this was not strictly
true: what Peg really died of was a broken heart.

They sort of told it all in 4 Star Is Born—only there the girl, Esther
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Blodgett, really makes it. But the chances are something like 2 million to
one, The smart ones hustle on back to the dime store or the farm, settle
down with some guy in overalls, and raise kids that get mumps and
measles, The dumb ones stick it out and end up like Peg, splat in the yucca
patch.

Who can count those broken hearts of Hollywood? I've heard of a
famous star of the fortics who, suffering a severcly altered lifestyle, ac-
tually lives out of her car, a vintage Plymouth; not quite a bag lady, but
“car lady” is closc. | know of another star who ended up waiting tables
at a fancy Beverly Hills soda fountain, once serving coffee to the direc-
tor who'd made her a star. And there’s a third party | know personally,
who’s been hidden away in a rubber room for years; bent her mind
over a guy she couldn’t have—a married man; bad business. Sure, you
know who I mean. Evervbody knows about this one; she was a well-
publicized commodity about twenty years ago. Hedda and Louella did
their work well. That sad tale made good copy, start to finish. But
probahly you don’t know the whole story. 1 knew her back in those
days, happier, morc innocent days; she was a happy girl, for a while,
but the world’s taken a turn or two since, and she’s not so happy any-
more. Maybe she’d be better off if she'd taken the plunge, like our Peg;
who can say?

The thing was, my friend didn’t really want to be a movie star at all,
and you just can't do it that way. You really have to want it. You have
to taste, smell, feel, eat, and sleep it. You have to screw your mind onto
the idea of stardom, you have to have a built-in set of gauges and meters,
little clock faces ticking away in your head, whole scts of gears that mesh
and stay meshed. Maybe you go up, you go down, you go up again, like
Belinda Carroll; maybe you start your chimb at the horizon, you slide up
to the zenith of the noon-sky, then you slide down the other side, like
Claire Regrett. But you possess that nceessary thing that makes a star—
you want it. You'd kill for it. You’d murder your own mother. You thrive
in the limelight, the camera likes you, the front office likes you, the fans
like you, everybady likes you, you say yes yes yes, and there you are, one
more shining star in the Hollywood firmament. Nobody ever made star-
dom who didn’t want it. Excepr maybe April. She didn’t want it, didn’t
want any part of it. But it happened anyway.

Dusty’s good vibrations

And our imaginations

Can't go on indefinitely,

And California dreamin’ is becomin’ a veality. . . .
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The perfect music for a perfect LA, day is playing on my car radio,
You couldn’t ask for much better—just take a look ar that sky. Pristine,
Not a lot of smog, either. She had a great voice, Mama Cass, really mellow.
I miss her.

And California dreamin’ is becomin’ a reality. . . .

Those were crucial years for me, the mid-sixties; the time of the
Beatles, Sonny and Cher, the Mamas and the Papas, the Supremes. Frank
had put my career in high gear. I was free-lancing the studios, Jenny and
I were living in style on Sunset Plaza Drive and dining at La Rue or
Scandia weekly. La Rue was at the foot of the strect and was one of
Frank’s favorite eating spots as well—he used to take Frances there a Jot.
And, by the weirdest of coincidences, it was at L.a Rue that Kit Carson
first came to light. No kidding, if you can believe it, the famous Kit Carson
used to park cars there; that's where we first spotted him, when he was
just plain Floyd Ayres, better known to his friends as Bud. I guess you're
thinking with the way things turned out that he was probably better off
parking cars, and I suppose you'd be right. Parking cars might have made
him King of the Mountain compared with the way he ended up, but that's
another story, No, it's not, not really. But at least he’s not at the funny
farm, like you-know-who.

The Asylum for the Insane at Libertad, California, may not be the
worst place in the world—there are lots of others with far more degrading
conditions—but it will do. This is where Anna Thorwald lives and eats
and sleeps. Anna has her good days and her bad oncs, doubtless more of
the latter (how do you have a really good day at Libertad?). In the annals
of psychiatry she’s not a classic schizoid case, but she’s an interesting one.
Certifiably insane, true, but not a textbook specimen. Little word of her
ever leaks out, though for years the various nurses and staffers at the
hospital have been offered money to tell all. But they know they’'d lose
their jobs if they did.

I still go to sce her, Anna. Not many people do—she hasn’t any
family left, she’s pretty well forgorten by now—but I try to keep my oar
in. April meant a lot to me in those days before she came to stardom, and
[ seem to be all that’s left to her of the Hollywood she was so briefly a
part of. It’s not terribly far, the drive is pleasant. You go west along Sunset
Boulevard past both Bel Air gates and the UCLA campus, where Anna
used to be a student, and then turn right onto the San Diego Freeway
going north and head west along the Ventura Freeway. Near Sim1 Valley
you get off and drive some ten miles into the yellow foothills until you
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get ta this place that at one time or another has sheltered several famous
personages whose minds have faltered, like Anna's. She's been at Libertad
for a long time now, she’ll probably stay there to the end of her days—
and I have to admit T hope that won’t be too much longer.

To be truthful, I'm not really nuts about this Easter pilgrimage I'm
making, but I guess by now it’s become a habit. Easter, Christiastime, her
birthday, other occasions, I try to go visit her, never knowing, of course,
what I'm likely to encounter. Lately she's been getting steadily worse, and
[ find it tough sledding; I guess anyone would. Mrs. Kraft, who's in ¢harge
of administering the place, is a decent soul, and she docs the best she can
under the circumstances; always optimistic, Mrs. Kraft, but who can be
optimistic about this case when it seems so evident that Anna will never
get well, never get out of there?

Now ['m coming into Libertad; along about now I usually get this
crecpy feeling, picturing that grim layout of brick buildings. A necessary
evil, I suppose, asylums for the insane; we have to have places like this,
every state in the Union must have a couple, but I have such a deep-down
wariness of this one. Booby hatches aren’t my thing.

And there it is. Lovely, 1sn't it? Looks like a sct for Ramona or a Cisco
Kid movie, all that fake Spanish architecture, arches, red roof tiles, you
expect to see people In serapes and sombreros. Just what the doctor
ordered for a nice rest away from home: good fresh country air, you get
a good night’s sleep here. The chow’s great, too. Shit-on-a-shingle is their
stoek-in-trade—and if you're lucky you may get “Jell-O jewels” for des-
scrt. And the whole place, inside anyway, is painted that awful institution
green, [ think they think it rests the ¢ye or soothes the nerves or some-
thing.

I'mtaking along some flowers and candy, an Easter iily and chocolate-
covered filberts. Sweets to the sweet, nuts to the nuts; Anna is both. I've
prepared for my visit by accumulating a good hour and a half’s worth of
anecdotes and general news, gambits to keep the conversational ball
bouncing. It’s not an easy thing, this kind of visit, but I accept it as a kind
of obligation. Frank would want it. If [ were the one who was dead, he'd
do the same for me, I’'m sure he would. And I guess it's just as weli that
he can’t come to see her anymore.

Mrs, Kraft sees me crossing the parking lot, greets me with 2 smile.
You have to give the old gal credit, she’s not a bad soul; she does her best
for the patients, has their interests at heart. She chats at me a few minutes,
tells me that Anna has been “in and out™ of things all week but 15 2 bit
better today, looking forward to my arrival.

I guess [ don’t need to describe the “Community Room.” Seen one
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community room, seen "em all. The door closes automatically behind me.
There’s 2 regular ccho in the room. It’s large and the ceiling’s high and
there’s nothing to tamp down the reverberations. You might note that all
the windows are well above reach and have metal waffle grilles over them.
There’s 2 sort of makeshift stage at one end and 1 sce a couple of Easter
bunnies hopping around (no kidding: pink bunnies with long Aoppy ears,
hopping), and not only bunnies, there’s half a dozen animated eggs with
painted bands around their middles. Crazy, 1 know, but remember, I said
it was Easter, and let’s not forger where we are, Jellybean Ciry.

Therc she is. There’s “Anna.” With all the racket I hadn’t noticed
her way over there in the corner. She doesn’t sce me, or anyway pretends
not to—with Anna you usually can’t tell. 'The person Pm looking at as
P approach 1s 2 stranger to me, this woman calfed Anna Thorwald. There
was a time when [ thought 1 knew her pretty well, when she and 1 were
young and the world was that terrific pearly oyster we all want it to be.
We were good friends, Anna and I; Frankie and  were friends, she and
Jenny were friends, she and I took acting lessons together; 1t was a kind
of mutual admiration society from which we both profited. We held each
other’s hands and gassed on the phone and went to Barney’s Beanery for
chilt and admired each other’s new cars and applauded each other’s prog-
ress and were caught up in all the starry FHollywood bullshit. And that was
all right because we were all right, our heads weren't stuck in the sand,
we weren't ostriches, we knew which way was up, We had college educa-
tions, good ones, we knew our way around, spoke the King’s F,nglish,
wore two-tone spectators, and had what lots of other people envied. If we
got sucked in by the All-American Dream, well, whose fault was that? It
stifl takes two to tango.

Now that lady 1s thss lady, and there she 1s, 2 wan, dough-faced
woman in 2 drab skirt and a shapeless sweater, with iron-gray hair and
sallow skin, who, as I cross the rugless Aoor of this large bleak gymnasium
of a place, sits so awkwardly, crimping the knitted bottom of her sweater
between gnarled, nervous fingers. Believe me, this person [ do not know
well. In the faulty ight I peer closer, distrustful of my eyes, of her, of the
life she lived that has brought her here to this place. There are things in
life that just aren’t fair; this is one.

Her smile is perfunctory, tentative, mere nod to that same shared
long-ago.

[ go into my act. Here in the Community Room, where the bunnies
are bouncing around and the colored eggs are talking falsetto and a briskly
determined lady in harlequin glasses waves her palms in tempo, I stick on
my smiling cheery face, I tender my Easter greeting and proffer up my
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little treats with too much false enthusiasm, too little real feeling. Here's
the box of chocolate-covered filberts, a paperback (Birds of America), a
fluffy pink box containing three bars of the soap she likes, set in little nests
of orchid-tinted excelsior, three pairs of L'eggs pantyhose, a Ronnie/
Nancy paper-doll book, and so on. (She had asked for a pair of scissors
last time, but scissors arc verboten. 1 hope she doesn’t mention them.)

First words out of her mouth: “Where are my scissors 1 asked for?
I distinetly said a pair of scissors, remember?” Sheepishly Isay I must have
forgotren, but she pouts anyway. “I think you're rcaily hateful,” she says,
ignoring the bounty from the shopping bag. I apologize. She frowns,
making her face so unattractive. That face—Helen's face—yes, the Helen,
the one that launched those thousand ships and tumbled the topless towers
of Hium; that Helen—United Artists’ Helen in that sweet summer of
Italian madness, the well-remembered Summer of the Purple Grape. Yes,
that glorious, smiling, suntanned, all-American face. Has it really turned
into this lump of dough?

I look at the doll she has clutched in one hand, the saddest, most
forforn creature mn all dolldom. She calls it “Clarabelle,” and she steeps
with it, too. The doctor tells me it’s the maternal instinct being gratified.
She says Clarabelle’s father 1s “Frankie,” which 1s more or less self-
explanatory, | guess.

One thing I do notice today: there’s a tiny gliimmer m those dead
cves, Just a glimmer, but I'm grasping at straws, She's had an Easter card;
from V1. “T'hanks, Vi,” I think, “you’re the nuts.” No—TI'li tell you what’s
nuts. This is: just the other day Anna’s “roomie,” Ida, stuck a plastic bag
over her head and smothered herself to death. On the mirror she wrote
“By-by all—write when you get work.” Poor bitch couldn’t even spell
“bye-bye.” Where'd she get the bag, anyway? People in this place
shouldn’t have access to things like that; they’re as lethal as any scissors
—more.

Of course, it was Anna who had to find the dead roomie. In the
morning, when she woke up, there Ida was, mouth agape, breathlcss.
Anna had this crazy notion that she’d been wrapped for Christmas—off
by ahout eight months. She complains of the fact that around there people
often say or print the word “Xmas.”

“Why is that, I wonder?” she says.

I explain that certain people substitute the “X” for “Christ.”

“Jews, probably,” she reflects somberly. My God, I think, has she
become anti-Semitic, too? I open the window and comment on the fine
weather we're enjoying. “We're having a wet spring. See how green the
grass is? It's emerald. Like Ircland.”



April 161

Emeralds or Ireland, she's not intercsted. She asks about Jenny, and
T have to remind her again that Jenny and I aren’t married anymore. Then
T suggest our sceing how things may be outside, a breath of fresh air? By
now the room is really getting noisy. Someone’s banging on the piano and
two eggs are ducting “Let Me Entertain You.” Seriously. Anna thinks
over my suggestion and finally she guesses we can go out. We do.

Mrs, Kraft catches sight of us in the hall and waves, then comes
toward us. Mrs. Kraft is *done up” Easterwise, 2 buany corsage on her
sweater lapel and a fresh hairdo. Don’t get me wrong, I'm not knocking
Mrs. Kraft; the place couldn't get along without Corallee Kraft. She is
interested in being shown the various items in Anna’s shopping bag, and
exclaims over Ronnic and Nancy in paper-doli form. She volunteers to
send blunt-end scissors, the kind we had in kindergarten, with no points.
Later.

Outside, Anna and I walk along the cement walk, then cut across the
lawn and sit on a rusty glider under the pepper trec where a frayed
hammock swings tiredly between it and its fellow. I smile at her, she stares
at me. The bright sun brings out all her pallor, her hopelessness, the feeble
struggle to go on. Her itten nails look especially unattractive, her hair
is limp and unkempt. But it’s good for her, being outdoors. I can see that
right away.

Her brittle, coarse voice has softencd a little, she appears less nervous,
almost docile, always a good sign. A meck Anna’s easier to cope with than
a belligerent onc. I'm relieved, and pretty soon I start my Scheherazade
act, telling endless stories to occupy her mind, maybe snare a flicker of
interest. Because of the Easter card, I mention that I've been to sce Via
day or so ago; dropped by her house in Beverly Hills. Vi's indestructible,
always a good role model; Anna shows a gleam.

“How old can she be anyway, Vi?" she asks seriously.

I hazard a guess: eighty if she’s a day, maybe eighty-five? Sam’s
younger by 2 good ten years, but retired to Cathedral Wells. This oblique
reference causes Anna to ask about Angic; have 1 seen her? No, I lig, not
a glimpse. These days Angic’s far sicker than Anna; in Desert Springs
Hospital and not expected to live. Big C. But Angie’s one of the ones Anna
enjoys remembering. Sometimes Frank, though Frank’s actually sort of a
phantom, this dark, mysterious phantom, like Rochester or Heathceliff.
And Bud’s taboo, absolutely. Belinda’s name pops up sometimes—and
Claire’s, ha ha. With Anna, Claire's always a joke; Anna claims Claire will
bury us all. T find it tricky negotiating these conversational reefs and
shoals, where some people—many people—are dangerous to mention.

I confide what T hope is an edifying item. Mrs. Kraft has told me
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they’ll show Brighter Promise sometime in the Community Room, if
Anna likes. Unfortunatcly Anna docsn’t like, not a bit. 1 explain that the
auchience will probably ask questions afterward; she still doesn’t like.
She docsn't even remember the movic, which comes as no big surprise
o me.

Showing the movie turns out to be the doctor’s suggestion. Dr. Kern
has been on this case since he was a young man. He doesn’t seem dis-
couraged, either, and you have to envy such zealousness. As if tomorrow
Anna would somchow suddenly spring back to life and say, “Hey! I
remember! I remember it all™ 1 don’t know, though—if I were Anna,
would / want to remember what sbe has to remember? As far as she'’s
concerned, her whole life’s been one great big Freudian slip.

Dr. Kern's a Jungian, though. At least be claims he is; you couldn’t
prove it by me. Frankly, I don’t see what difference it makes; she’s mad
as a hatter any way vou cut it. There’s no way she's ever going to get out
of here. | know it, the doc knows it—so, [ assume, does Anna. ‘T'his is the
last stop on the line, where the pavement ends, grass growing out of the
cement and all that. You don’t go home from here. Here s home.

After a while it’s time for lunch, and we adjourn to the cafeteria, more
institution green with homey little touches—violet Faster bunnies scis-
sored out of construction paper adorning the walls, multicolored cgg
cut-outs pasted on the windowpanes, little yellow chicks, and so on. The
cchoing clatter of mass food consumpuion, the chink and clink of heavy
chimaware, the blat of many voices, rancous, high-pitched, agitated, some-
times unrestrained.

Even though it's Easter, the luncheon menu holds little attraction. |
have my choice of Virginia ham with raisin sauce or the cold plate. I take
the salad on my pressed-pockets plastic tray. Plastic knife, fork, spoon—
what did lunatic asylums do before the age of plastic? Those around us
take no more notice of Anna than anvone clse. If they “know,” there’s
hardly any sign of it. I once heard her referred to as “Virginia.” Someone
pointed at her and screamed, “Virginia’s on the rug!” They could only
have been referring to Olivia de Havilland in 7he Snake Pit. Interesting,
how they had a rug on the floor in that movie but no one was ever allowed
to walk on it, and here there's not a rug in sight; only miles of industrial
linoleum, encugh to cover the tarmac at a jerport.

The good Dr. Kern stops by the table, sits with folded hands, peneil
tops and pens picketed along his pocket edge. Serious glasses, white coat,
white buckskin shoes, nylon socks, professional demeanor. I forgive him;
what else can he do? There are over five hundred patients inearcerated
here and he's responsible for a lot of them.
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“Well, how are things today, Anna?” he asks in his Leo Genn-ish
voice, edged with wry humor. Thank God he never says “How arc we?”
the way one of the nurses, Miss Pope, does. Despite the gluey manner,
he’s really trying his damnedest. Nothing's casy at Libertad, present com-
pany not excepted. The doctor has only so much time; he consults the wall
clock and then with regrets pushes on to another table.

“You can go, too, if you like,” Miss Popc comes and tells me flatly.
She’s “Popey™ around here. I ask Anna if she wants me to leave. “I don’t
care.” | know she means it she doesn’t care.

“I'd Tike to stay,” I say and ask her how she might like to pass the
afternoon. She thinks, shrugs, sighs.

“Ohhh ... Idon’t know....”

Carcfully, with malice aforcthought, I drop a name—a name not
unknown in Hollywood annals—just to observe what her reaction is
today. “What do you hear from April?” [ ask hlandly.

She gives me a blank stare. “Who?”

“You know—April—your friend April Rainsz”

“I don’t know any April Rains.”

Alas.

That’s the way it 1s on Faster Sunday of 1982. April Rains is strictly
out to lunch. The only thing Anna s likely to remember abour April 15
that she had 2 pretty name, a camel-hair polo coat with a belt 1 the back,
and is dead. Asked if she remembers Apnl’s husband, she signifies no in
a decisive manner. “Why docs everyvone keep asking me about her?” she
demands. “What business is it of theirs, anyway? Why is she so important?
You'd think I murdered her or something.”

“Did you”

“l never murdered anyone, much less someone I scarcely knew.”

“How well did you know her?"”

“I don’t know. Stop asking me. l—you—stop—"

I can see she’s getting upset again. No more along these lincs or
they’ll be putting her back in the rubhcr room.

The doctors have for years heen pursuing the all-important relation
between Anna Thorwald and April Rains. She can’t get beyond the
obvious fact that both names begin with an “A.” Show her 2 movie still
or a snapshot; she may or may not recognize the pretty blonde actress, a
movic queen of the carly sixties. Sometimes | think, “F can't remember
what happened yesterday, how’s ske supposed to remember twenty years
ago?”

One thing’s for sure: she’s dead, April. Everyone agrees on that—
those who know the whole story, those who don’t but may suspect. Bue
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those who know best are all gonc now, except me. As for Anna, she'll be
dead, later if not sooner, and she’ll take the story with her when she goes.
Like the cast of Gone With the Wind; after over forty years, who's left?
Butterfly McQuecn, Olivia de Havilland, and some ex-gaffer named Rudy
Hatch who lives in Panorama City and won a cup playing miniature golf.

One who does know the story is Irene Fender. Irene’s another of the
looneytunes, but whenever she chances across Anna the mere sight of her
presses every one of Irene’s buttons. She salivates like Pavlov's dog and
begins to twitch and her voice skids up an octave and a half.

“I know you!” she’ll scream, pointing. “I know you! Look, every-
body, it's April! April Rains! [ ain"t kiddin’, girls! I seen her in the movies!
She was fuckin’ Frankie Adonis!”

God help you, Irene Fender, you've got a rotten mouth. I know you
have your problems, you're a classic pathologue, but, God, [ wish you’d
put a sock in it. Anna doesn’t need that kind of stuff, though most days
Anna doesn’t really know what Irene means, because she simply isn’t
April. I mean, honest to God, she isz%. April Rains is as remote to her
as the surface of the moon.

Unlike Peg Entwhistle, April didn't come to Hollywood from any-
where. She was born right here, raised here, went to school here, 2 native
Californian—one of thosc local girls who made good. And she was a real
hot Frank Adonis discovery. You've probably forgotten it by now, but
you first saw the face of April Rains on the June 1959 cover of Look
magazine. The caption read: “America’s Loveliest Coeds.” Irank said
actually 1t was Vi Ueberroth who spotted “that puss™ in the Turf Club
at Santa Anita, A copy of the magazine was lying on a cocktail table when
Vi sat down in the loungg, and for once she found something of greater
interest than the next race. That appealing face with its freckles and
suntan, the sunstreaked hair done in a2 Ginger Rogers pageboy rall, the
exuberant, all-American-girl smile with its perfect tecth—a natural, is
what Vi thought, and set out to prove herself right. She showed the cover
to Frank, who was quick to agrec.

She was a natural, April. You can see it in that first film she made,
the same sweet, healthy winsomeness that Esther Williams had, that gor-
geous, well-constructed American chassis that made guys sit up and take
notice, alt kinds of guys; the kind of heaithy outdoors girl that only tbe
state of California seems able to breed so well. Only Esther, smarr gir],
never made the mistake of falling in love with Frankie Adonis, marricd
guy. And if you just drove up and asked Esther whether it had all been
fun, she’d probably say, Yeah, sure it was fun, I had 2 ball. Not so April.
You could never say it was fun for her. She never had a ball. In fact she
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hated 1t. “Just /ike some people,” T remember hearing one Hollywood
cutie say. “Give some people the world on a silver platter and they don’t
want it. Imagine not wanting to be a star!”

But Apnl didn’t. Never wanted it, never hiked it, never enjoyed ic.
She uscd to break out in rashes before starting a4 new picture. Had to stop
a take to go and throw up before she could continue. Couldn’t wait to get
off the soundstage, out of the sight of peaple, all those eyes watching, the
grips trudging around with boxes and cables, men she was too shy to talk
to or become friendly with. Claire Regrett knew the names of every crew
member on any of her pictures, their wives and kids, too, she made it part
of her business; but April was plain scared and they called her stuck-up,
snotty, above-it-all. It wasn’t that way at all. She just wasn’t cut ouc for
the game.

April was Frank’s own creation. She was a lovely piece of marble that
he shaped, cut, and chiscled into something beautiful to look at, that he
breathed life into and that he had the failed wit to fall in love with, his
Galatea. With Babe, Claire, others, it was business with a little love tossed
in; with April Rains it was the real thing. There ought to be a law abourt
married men and little girls who don’t know enough to come in out of
the rain.

If she’d been something else, a secretary, a commercial artise, or if
she’d remained a scholar, which is what she wanted to be—English litera-
ture, classical history—she might have been all nght; it was the combina-
tion of living ar the back end of Back Street and being a highly visible
personality—a star—that did her in. Hollywood is like the beast in nature
that eats its young; it has little sympathy for the weak or frail, certainly
none for those who refuse to play the game the Hollywood way, and the
seeds of disaster were sown right from the beginning. Even if there hadn’t
been a Frances in the picture, even if Frank could have simply swept April
up and made her the little missus, it would have been stormy weather. As
it was, they all lost, Frank, April, even Frances.

People today say, “Oh, I remember ser/” like they'd forgotten her
totally, but suddenly it all comes back again—TIrances Deering, of course!
“The Wife.” Frank's wife, the one who made all the stink, caused all the
trouble; sure, you remember. Irances, “The Other Woman.” Since when
was the wife cver the other woman? The otber woman is always the other
woman.

Let's go back:

Frank had married Frances Deering in October of 1942, to much
Hollywood fanfare and panoply. It certainly was net a marriage made in
heaven, but it was nonctheless the Jegal union of man and woman,
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sanctificd by Holy Mother Church (Frances was also a Catholic and a
staunch one), and whom God hath joined together let no man—or woman
—put asunder. By w60, the year Frank began to feel the stirrings of love
for April, his marriage was badly foundering. More than once Frances
had consulted her lawyer (Greg Bautzer, then everyone's fashionable
artorney-about-town, ex-swain of Joan Crawford and other filmdom beau-
ties). Though if anyone thought that a little college coed from Westwood
was going to pop out of the shrubbery and snatch Frank Adonis away
from his Frances, she had another thing coming; Frances never gave up
anything without a struggle, least of all a husband. But by then Frank was
primed to go and it was to be a struggle to the death.

Everyone makes mistakes, we know that—some large, others small,
but we all make them. In his lifetime Frank Adonis obviously made his
share, mistakes like Claire Regrett, like the little carhop ar Dolores Drive-
In, or the cowgir] at the Buckaroo Bar-bee-cuc in Cathedral Wells, but
those were relatively minor didos, quickly forgotten in the face of Frank's
magnetic persena, which demanded leeway for little lapses of taste or
judgment. No, without question, the biggest mistake of his lifc was marry-
mmg Frances in the first place. Some people simply aren’t good mates, aren’t
“meant for cach other,” and in the opinion of many, me included, Frank
and Frances were o1l and water, east and west, day and night, black and
white. They were as mismatched a couple as you could hope to see, while
Frank and April fit hand and glove, ham and eggs, Iike that. Frank, 2
product of the slums, a tough New York kid whose family had come
steerage from Naples and Salerno, whose father never learned to speak
English and whosc mother still said, “Mamma mia!” The careful polish
Frank had so assiduously acquired, the quict, gentlemanly manners, the
air of swank abour his dress, the high-class and high-power circles he
moved n, his appreciation of the finer things in Iife, much of this vencer
stemmed from his attachment to Frances Deering, whe, recognizing a
diamond in the rough, took the trouble to polish and make it sparkle.

Frances herself had all the polish in the world. The Deerings, a
lumber family out of the Great Northwest, were socially prominent,
Frances had made her debut at the Gold Circle Ball in Seattle, and while
in London had been presented at Court and been taken up by the elegant
Cliveden Set. Frances was one of those super-cool, patrician beautics, to
the manner born, wallowing in the wherewithal, and she was long used
to gettng what she wanted. She wanted Frank and, fike Barkis, Frank was
willing.

I'rances had a way with her that people found charming, a refinement
combined with a natural ease and good humor that Frank recognized as
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a highly desirable and marketable property. On the other hand, his own
smoldering good looks, his racy background, the frisson of gangsterism at
a safe distance, his repuration as a boudoir Romeo {by this time a reputa-
tion well sampled by [Frances), and his charming demeanor all combined
to make him Frances’s 1dea of a good catch. There was a jumbo wedding
on the typical Hollywood scale, 2 honeymoon in Waikiki, the weil-
publicized return, lei'd to their cars, suntanned and smiling, to settle down
in domestic bliss in a fake-Tudor house on Bristol Avenue in Brentwood.

The wise among us appreciate that it’s always well to take life on its
own terms, to make use of what it offers and not try to bend it to one’s
will; this Frank knew, and this is why he was probably so free of unhappi-
ness for so many years. Except for April Rains | think he may have got
nearly everything he ever wanted, and certainly everything he deserved.
I think it fair to say he married Frances in good faith and with the best
of intentions. T won’t say he was crazy in love with her, but he always had
a finely honed appreciation of his womenfolk and I'm sure this stretched
to his pwn chosen mate and helpmeet. Frances was class, and class was
the name of the game so far as Frank went,

The trouble was, Frances played the game according to some weird
set of rules she alone seemed to comprehend, She married the man, but
she didn’t really want thar man, our Frankie, the guy she got; she wanted
to get him and then make him over into her private vision of what she
thought he ought to be. She regarded him as an attachment to herself,
possibly cven something she had bought and paid for, an expensive toy.
It couldn’t possibly have worked.

But Frances was Catholic, remember, and it was for better or for
worse. Her own younger sister had taken vows and been ordamned as
Sister Mary Rose. I'rances also maitained a particularly close relationship
with Father Mallory, who later became Monsignor Mailory, and whe
made sure Frances was on good terms with the Bishop and that His Grace
could be counted on to honor her table three or four times a year. It was
within this snugly carpentered framework that she became known for her
charirzble works and generous contributions to the sundry charities of the
diocese.

And because of this, divorce was always out of the question. The only
time in their more than twenty years together she apparcntly ever consid-
ered such a thing {(in this mstance 1t was annulment) was n 1947, after
Frank’s casual connection with Bugsy Stegel was made public. In time,
Frances even got the Pope involved, but nothing ever came of that,
because in the end she wouldn't give Frankic up. No more than she would
give him up years later when April came along, although in that case it
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was more than her strict convent upbringing at work: she had no intention
of presenting her gossiping friends with the chance to laugh and say Frank
had dumped her for someone younger. No, Frances was determined to
hang on untit the fast gong rang, the last whistle blew, and when the going
got really bumpy and Frank simply “rcfuscd to see the light,” she showed
her truest colors.

Frances certainly said and did 2ll the “right” things, dressed the part
right down to the little white gloves and hats the matronry of Brentwood
and Bel Air copied from San Francisco ladies hot out of the Garden Court
at the Palace. Her speaking voice, low, dulcet, just a tad Junior League,
was always one of her charms. More than one Hollywood stud fell victim
to it, to say nothing of the great Frankic himself.

But you could draw a black line right down through Frank’s ycars
with Franccs and mark them B.A. and A.A.—Before April and After.
Because when April came aleng, she changed him, changed his life and
changed the way he acted and thought about things, and after she was
gone he was never the same. Not ever. After seeing that picture of her on
the cover of Leok he tracked down the photographer, who told him the
girl’s name was Anna Thorwald, and that since graduating from UCLA
in June she'd been working as 2 model at I. Magnin’s. Frank checked it
out, found the girl in a Norell, purchased the dress, then slipped her his
card. She’d never heard of the Adonis Agency. “Would you like to be in
the movies?” and like that ensued, and No, came back the answer, the
young woman wasn’t interested. Now, this was an odd thing, for if there's
one ineluctable taw of nature at work in the universe, it is that every girl
under the age of thirty wants to be in the movies. Not April. She only
did 1t for Frank. Frank was persuasion watking.

Like Babe, like Claire, like Belinda and Angie and Julie Figueroa and
all the rest of that clitc sorority, April was susceptible to the male of her
species, Certainly she was susceptible to the charms of a2 Frank Adonis.
He was then past fifty, temples silvering, but looking foxy, and he’d lost
nene of his charm or skill with the ladies, still the kind of dynamite-
looking dude who gets under a woman's skin right away and starts her
juices trickling. Those sooty-soft Italian eyes never made any secret of his
amorous feelings; they told 2 woman that for that one single moment she
was the mest important and exciting thing in his life, the most beautiful,
the sexiest, the most desirabic and intclligent and worthwhile he'd ever
come across. And so it was with Anna Thorwald, scon to become April
Rains. She and Frank were—as we all later came to believe—destined to
meet. And when they did, everything sat right there in the well-known
lap of the gods.
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No sooner had Frank secured his newest client a contract at Metro
and changed her name than he proceeded to fall in love with her. Maybe
it would have been better if he had taken her to Zanuck over at Fox, or
even Harry Cohn at Columbia. Unhappily, she felt under the tutorial eye
of the Great Mogul himself, Samue! B. Ueberroth, who, having heard
about her through Vi, deigned to interest himself in her budding career.
The name afone enchanted him. And with her golden hair and fresh-
scrubbed look, April Rains was perfect MGM fodder, and he blithely
confided to Frank that the girl’s stardom was practically guaranteed. He
himself would sec to it.

But Sam had troubles in more ways than one. [ can hear him scream-
ing, “Whaddya mean she doesn't wanna be in the movies? Fa Chrise sakes,
is she out of her mind?”

No, she wasn’t; not then. But Sam’s question was valid. When Frank
had first started giving her the “You oughrt to be in pictures” routine, she’d
only laughed at him; it seemed so farfetched, such an unlikely carcer for
her to pursue. “Who, me? Don’t be crazy.” At the beginning, whenever
anything came up about movies, she always disclaimed any real eonnce-
ton. “Oh, I'm not reafly an actress, I'm just playing around for fun.”

But Frank was Frank and that meant never taking no for an answer.
He saw that Thing in her; she had i, too, the Star Quality they always
talk about. And the more she said no, the more determined he was to prove
he could do it. And fell in love at the same time.

That wasn’t very bright of him. There were plenty of other girls
around if he wanted to get laid, and there werce plenty of other biondes
to make mto screen tootsies if thar was what he wanted. But April Rains
had that extra spark that demands full attention, that catches the eve or
the mind, that goes beyond tootsie-ism, that gets a girl’s face in Photoplay
and keeps it up there on the silver screen.

Would he have insisted, had he known just how it was all gomg to
tarn out? I don’t think so, e wasn't that kind. He really believed in his
Italtan heart of hearts that he was showing her the way to a good life, the
grand life, that which he himself had craved. The trouble was that she just
wasn't ambitious; what she wanted was marriage, motherhood, two cars
in the garage. But before she knew it, there she went, through thar old
sausage grinder, and out came Metro product, Metro glossed and coiffed,
Metro pretty.

She had 2 bovfriend or two, actually “beaux,” as Donna enjoyed
calling them (Donna was April's mother). So April didn’t sit home Satur-
day nights watching Lawrence Welk. She went out—sat in the balcony
and ate popcorn while Elvis abused his guttar and sang “Hound Dog.”

"



170 ALL THAT GLITTE¥RS

A good sound crack at 2 Ph.D. might have done her a world of good,
whereas getting a scene from Barefoot in the Park to heart seemed a waste
of time. But she did it, and others beside, Julie from Jezebel, Regina from
Little Foxes.

She was then studying acting with Feldy Eskenazy, the celebrated
European actress who'd won two Academy Awards yet been dropped by
Metro. Feldy was earning 2 living by giving acting lessons and doing
special coaching at the Stage Society Workshop in a rundown building
on La Cienega, and, as it chanced, I too was studying with her. In fac,
I was working on Essex to April's Queen Elizabeth. One evening we
“performed,” and Frank and Sam both came, along with Vi, and April
was a compiete wreck. She flubbed her lines and dropped her prop mirror
and generally made a mess of things. We'd also worked on a scene from
The Crlass Menagerie, and after we'd bombed as Elizabeth and Essex I told
thern we were going to do the other one, with April playing Laura to my
Gentleman Caller, and thar went much betrer. April even got a laugh,
which delighted her. Sam went out chortling, and wanted to drive her
home. Vi said no, Vi knew her brother; his antennae were already buzz-
ing, and while he was that Hollywood oddity, “a happily married man,”
Sam’s eye swiveled for a pretty girl, and Vi didn't want him playing
pattycakes with the newest discovery.

At this point in his long career Sam was onc of the last mainstays
of the studic system. He had started as a two-bit shill, barking for a
downtown theatre in Tos Angeles. Sam cventually found himself a
studio flack at the old AyanBee Studio, where his sister, Viola, a then-
secretary, had procured him a job, and in time he became a moneymak-
ing, and therefore powerful, producer. Later he moved to Mctro,
where, following the death of Irving Thalberg and the departure of
David Selznick for Gone With the Wind and greener pastures, he held
down the number-one producing spot. In those days a film with the
credit

A Sam’l B. Ucherroth Production

meant {ines around the block and money in the bank, and many is the
blonde tootsie who put in her lap time, sitting cozily with Sam while he
told her the story of his next script and checked out the glands.

‘t'hen to the cast of the brewing melodrama was added that up-and-
coming young thespian Floyd “Bud™ Ayres, rechristened Kit Carson, the
lad who really took it on the chin. Bud was a beauty, and not only n the
physical scnse. It’s true, when the girls got an eyeful of that Nordic face,
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that beach-tanned body, that cornsitk hair, and the green eyes, they
creamed their undies. But Bud was not merely that famous Hollywood
commodity, the Boy Next Door; he was made of rarer stuff, the guy
everybody thought would become the next hot rave after Van Johnson
and Monty Clift. For a kid from El Segundo, son of a plant worker at
Hughes Tool and Die, whom Jenny and T first saw parking cars, Bud did
okay for himself.

It was our wedding anmiversary and Jen and 1 decided to eclebrate
at La Rue, our then-favorite restaurant. As we pulled up to the entrance,
a young man appeared in a red jacket and took the car away. On our way
m Jenny squeezed my arm, remarked on how gorgeous he was, then, to
my annoyance, mentioned him again during dinner. Later, when he
returned our car to us, I decided to give him the once-over. Jen was right,
he was impressive—tall, wide shoulders, blonde hair bleached to white
from sun and surfing, a whalchone smile, and kind of funny cyes; by
funny I mean with something intrinsically interesting in them, some-
thing hidden, a bit inscrutable, a definite oddity in a Santa Monica beach
type.

Certainly he was a good bet for pictures, and when I next saw Frank
I casually made mention of the fact to him, then promptly forgot about
it until another evening, when we returned to l.a Rue and a different
attendant took our car. When I commented on the change, Jenny said 1n
her blithe way, “Oh, Bud’s not herc anymore; Frank has him working at
the office.” I soon learned that Frank had also signed his newest find to
an actor’s-representative contract, and it wasn't long before be had located
cheap digs for him in our own neighborhood, a few turns down the hill,
in the guest apartment above a friend’s garage.

Even with Jenny’s enthusiasm, which was cnough for both of us,
I had to admir that this new beacb jock of Frank’s had 1t over most
Hollywood bopefuls that I'd come across; “star quality™ it’s called, and
almost against my will 1 found myself liking him. He was twenty-two
that year, which gave him a good ten years on me, and we made him
part of the household, along with the dog and the cat and the cleaning
lady.

In those carly years Bud was like an apple ripening on the bough. He
dressed like a beach bum and drove around in an old Ford woodie with
a rack on top for skis or his surfboard, and if he stooped to wearing shoes
it was a pair of battered sneakers, and in a time of short hair, his was always
in need of a trim, He was naturc’s boy, an unsophisticate with a degree
in engineering from the Colorado School of Mines. But he was the raw
material that movie stars are often fashioned from, one who if there was
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justice in the world should have become a big, big star. He did, too—for
a while, until life intervened. That oft-repeated agents’ and producers’
cliché “You don't have to act in the movies” is just so much apent-
producer canned crap. Someone who looks like Bud Ayres may not bave
to act but it damn well helps—and, oddly, he could, a hittle.

And no sooner had Trank taken on this diamond-in-the-rough and
changed his name to Kit Carson than he turned him over to Feldy Es-
kenazy, who took him under her wing and began the process of “polish-
ing” him until he was ready to be sprung on a world hungry for blonde,
six-foot, green-cyed heroes, just like in the comic strips. It was at Feldy’s
studio that Kit, hke Frank before him, would take one look at April and
go the same head-over-heels route. And by the time the whole thing was
over, it would be this “Kit Carson” who would pay the ultimate price, the
loss of his career and worse—and for what? For having faithfully loved
the girl of his dreams and lost her? And, by the way, not to Frank, not
altogether to him, but more to screaming headlines and bad press, and to
being in the wrong spot at the wrong time.

Mcanwhile, it wasn’t too long before the newly christened Kit Car-
son started turning up stag at Frances’s coveted Sunday-night soiréces,
wearing his tux borrowed from me, and vou could see the lLas Floristas
Ball ladies checking out the basket, eager to have him light their cigarettes
{once, at Frank’s house, the stinko wife of a prominent director got into
the john, whose leck Bud had neglected to turn; attacking him while he
was peeing, she created a scenc of some vividness, and when Bud emerged
from the encounter, he stood resolved in the firm belief that his shining
carcer was over before he'd ever put a foot in front of a camera).

Acrtually, his career was about to begin. 'The minute Feldy Eskenazy
slipped Frank the word that Kit was ready, Frank took him out to Culver
City and turned him over to Sam Ueberroth to be tested. As it happened,
I was shooting 2 film on the old Selznick backlot {then Destlu, I believe;
this was in "s9). I had got into the habit of brown-bagging my lunch, not
bothering with the studio commissary. One morning whom do [ spot
among the day players but Kit Carson got up as a Nazi—his first movie
part. He had four lines, all in heavy Kraut, which T, who spoke none,
thought he ripped through with professional aplomb.

We'd been so busy lately that neither Jenny nor I had seen Bud in
quite a while, and at lunchtime I took him aleng to my “private dining
room,” which happencd to be the front porch of Searlett O’Hara’s Tara.
In those days the old Gone With the Wind set was sull standing, regrettably
much the worse for wear after ncarly twenty years of neglect, and in the
approximate spot where Scarlect had sat with the red-headed Tarlcton
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twins on the eve of the Civil War, I shared my deviled eggs and tuna
sandwich with Kit, all gor up in a Nazi uniform about two sizes too large.

We sat around talking acting, directors, his future, the whole movie
bit, and I was as impressed as cver by his guileless charm, still so evident
despite the recent changes in his life. He spoke admiringly of Frank,
giving all due credit and taking none for his own obvious physical assets,
and when I complimented him on his morning’s work, he brushed it aside
as small potatoes.

There was an important part coming up in a picture at Metro that
he hoped to be considered for. When he mentioned the title, I started: I
knew all about that one, a big, all-our western, and / wanted that part.
Irank had already promiscd me a crack at it. I said nothing, however, and
after a while Bud dug out a football from his carryall and we tossed passes
on what remained of Scarlett’s front lawn, From time to time I'd glance
up at a window and imagine T was hearing Hattie McDaniel bawling
“Miss Scawlitt, you ain’t got no mo’ mannahs than a ficld han’.”

Next day I lunched again on Scarlett’s porch, reading Vengeance Is
Mine, the super-western Bud had mentioned, As things turned out, Frank
didn’t have Kit pegged for the same part at all; this was an epic with roles
for the entire Players Directory. Kit was up for Cheeter Slade, a young
ranch hand who gets chewed up in the bindery, while I was to try out
for a one-armed bandit. In the wonderful way of Hollywood, it was Kic
who won his chance; I lost mince. Thus endeth the reading for that day.
And for many days to come. [ sat around through the rainy season, staring
at my bleak, leaf-strewn swimming pool, biting my nails and cursing the
acting business, while Kir, who'd finished his epic at Metro, went back to
school for further burnishing from Feldy.

To my mind, Kit Carson, a.k.a. Bud Ayres, stands as proof positive
of the deadly destructive properties of Hollywood. Here was this simple,
likable guy, uncomplicated but net gallible, not a shnook, and not to be
taken advantage of. He wanted to excel at his newly chosen profession and
take advantage of his natural assets—God knows it was formidable equip-
ment, and for the time he was an acror he used it well. In his brief film
carecr he stirred audiences the way the good actor, the wise actor, the
valuable actor, always hopes to stir his audience. He had the real thing,
in spades. The moment he appeared onscreen he had them eating our of
his hand. Women went crazy for him; older men envied him, while the
younger ones idolized, trying to imatate his leggy lope, his cheerful,
earncst manner, his solemn quiet. He walked in the footsteps of the Duke
of Wayne; like Gary Cooper, he was kissed by golden lips.

In a relatively short period he made a solid mark. From car jockey
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to movic star was a giant leap, but he took it in his stride. Not that others
before him hadn’t managed it, but those others had not undergone his
meteoric tise. You could probably light the whole of Minneapolis by the
candlepower of that kid from El Segundo, Bud Ayres. But El Segundo
has never bothered claiming him as its own. “Here was born . . .” “Here
lics . . .7 *This plaque erected to the loving memory of .. .” Thus pass
the glories of this world.

Feldy Eskenazy was probably in love with him. I thought so, others,
too. A good twenty years older than Bud, she went to jelly from the very
first, and 1t lasted forevermore—when he died she was ready to commit
suttee. Joscphine Dillon, Gable’s drama coach, was twenty-five years older
than Clark—and she married the guy. She never could have, though, had
there been a Lombard around at the time. Feldy never stood a chance with
Bud. Nothing against her except that, besides being years older, she
simply wasn'’t his tvpe. And anyway he hadn’t been working too long
with Feldy when April appeared on the scene.

I always imagine that particular epiphany to have occurred some-
thing like this: it’s early evening, soft, warm, inviting. Somewhere, from
a distance, heart-tugging music plays, invoking mood. The sky is violet-
blue, softly velvetcen. Then above some foothills or low-lying mountains
there appears the evening star, Venus, lainbently gleaming—Tann-
hiuser’s star. It does not move to its place in the sky, it simply appears
as if by magic, and hangs there “like a tear upon the soft check of mght,”
gently glimmcering. Bud, who has labored hard all day, raises his weary
eyes, which come to rest on that samc star. He experiences feelings of rare
delight and peace and a deep, hitherto unknown stirring in his manly
breast. He is fettered, bound on the instant, cnslaved for life, and he
pledges himself to sce that such a beautiful light shall never be cxtin-
guished, shall burn forever. It is the love that surpasseth all, the faith that
moves mountains. April Rains has just walked through the door,

Appropriatcly enough, it’s been raining outside, April looks a sorry
sight, dripping on the paint-spattered linoleum. She speaks Feldy’s name,
querying her whereabouts. Feldy’s in the can, though Bud has difhculty
articulating this intelligence, so banal and vulgar does it secm. He takes
the visitor’s wet coat, gets her a chair, brings her hot coffee, makes ber at
home, puts forth his name, asks hers, offers friendly confidences regarding
Frank, makes small talk but no pitch, is dazzled by her, and, generally
speaking, 1s bowled over. A star-crosscd meeting if ever there was one.
The rain-spattered, dewy-eyed creature is almost like a gift, a Frankie-sent
gift for Bud, his own, his very own.

‘The fact helps that Feldy is #ot in the can, but gone to pick up her
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dry-cleaning before closing, where she discovers that her ribbon-woven
blouse of coral pink that she bought herself last Eastertime has been lost.
She is gone 2 good quarter of an hour, and she is not missed. Bud safely
employs that entire quarter of an hour to fall in love. Yes, it was that old
familiar “love at first sight”—at least on Bud’s part. From that moment
when she appeared dripping in the doorway of that rundown dump of an
actors’ studio, April had a devoted slave, one who, as he was one day to
prove, would do anything for her. “Anything”™ making a whole world, but
it was the world he offered her—himself, body and soul, his future, his
money (when that came, if that came), everything he had was hers for the
asking.

And so there developed yet another hopeless triangle, which eventu-
ally became some kind of weird five-sided figure, for in time there was
Frances who loved Frank who loved April who was also loved by Sam
and now by Kit, and everyone was totally miserable. One day Frank
comes on the lot, heading for Stage Ten, where a Debbie Reynolds picture
of Sam’'s 1s rehearsing. Sam spies Frank, takes off after him, carches up and
starts the famous altercation. He calls Frank a shnook! Frank grabs Sam’s
nose and gives it a tweak plus a hop in the buet. Sam has a spasm, falls
backwards into the privet hedge, where Frank abandons him. Shouting
threats and imprecations, Sam lapses into a fit that may or may not be real.
Despite the published depositions of one Myron Radowitch 111, promi-
nent Beverly Hills attorney, authenticating this so-called fit, Frank accuses
Sam of faking injury. Fake or not, Sam ends up in Cedars of Lebanon,
and Radowitch institutes legal proceedings, which make all the editions.
Recommending that cooler heads prevail, Viola visits her brother in the
hospital and begs him to reconsider.

VI “Sammy, darling, didn't Mama ever tell you?”

sam: ““Tell me what, Viz”

Never go to law, Sammy, never never go to law if it can be
avoided."

When Sam and Frank next met, Sam enjoined Dore Schary to take
a unilateral stand. “Damn it, Dore, I want that dago bum barred from this
lot! I don’t want to see him on this side of Motor Avenue!”

“But Sammy, Sammy,” Dore said, “only think—bow can we bar
Frank from MGM:? Ile handles four of our biggest stars.”

“What you mean is he hondles four of our biggest stars! It's an
ultimatum here, Dore, friend. Either bim or me goes!”

Frank was forthwith barred from the Culver City lot. No problem.
He set up temporary quarters in the bar on Culver Boulevard across from
the Thalberg Building, where he would meet with his clients in the red
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Naugahyde-upholstered corner booth. It fell to Sam’s wonder-working
sister, Vi, to attempt to bring about peace. Since Viand Frank always had
great affection for each other, she was able to persuade him to meet her
irate brother more than halfway. She invited Frank over for her regular
Friday-night poker scssion, having already suggested chat her brother stop
by. When she heard Sam come in through the kitchen door, Vi asked
Frank to ger some more ice, her drink was warm. The two archencmies
met at the sinkboard.

Sam was not pleased to find Frank in his sister’s house and said as
much. Frank offered to leave. Viola hurried in and began pouring oil on
the troubled waters. Sam agreed to patch it up, tossing an arm around
I'rank and saying he was just like a son to him. Everything was fine until
April’s name came up again; then Sammy burst into tears and pulled out
a gun, 2 German Luger he’d picked up in the war. Frank laughed at him,
dering him to pull the trigger. Sam’s aim was sufficiently faulty for him
to miss the heart by two and a half feet, the builet striking Frank in the
crotch. Half an hour later he lay in a bed at Cedars of Lebanon. No charges
werce pressed, and an abject Sam appeared at the invalid’s bedside with
apologies. The incident was hushed up, and other than some wounded
pride the only loss was that where, like most males, Frank had once had
two of something, he now had only one.

Now what happens? By now Kit, or Bud, 1s head over heels for April,
but it’s not reciprocal. W h\ * Because April has already fallen for Frank.
Bud’s all ready to have Turkish towels monogrammed, while out on
Tennessee Avenue, before going to sleep, April's kissing nighty-night a
picture of Frank she cut out of Photoplay (the wastebasket got the other
half: Frances in a two-picce sharkskin cockrail ensemble).

Frances had paid scant attention when Frank casually dropped the
news that he’d signed some new picce of talent and was peddling her over
at Metro. She didn’t even pay much attention when Mike Connolly
remarked in The Reporter that MGM had signed a pretty blonde cover girl,
the latest filly in the glamorous stable of the Adonis Agency. Frances did,
however, prick up her cars when it reached them that while her husband
was supposedly attending onc of Vi Ueberroth’s Friday-night poker
games, he was actually having dinner at Jack’s-at-the-Beach, a scaside
hideaway notorious for harboring clandestine meetings. Needless to say,
Frances took exception, and it wasn’t long before she was taking exception
all over the place.

Truthfully, to know Frances was not necessarily to love her, but at
least you knew where you stood with her. She liked me, T think, or
anyway shc did at that time—certainly she was always interested in my
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meeting “the right people,” and (at Frank’s suggestion) had occasionally
included me as a stag free-lancer at the Sunday-night supper gatherings
she and Frank were famous for. (Life did one of their “Life Goes to a
Party” layouts; it was like a Hollywood Hhos Who.)

It came as something of a surprise, however, to find myself attending
a Sunday-cvening soirée, not stag this time, but with April Rains as my
date. This pairing came about because Jenny had flown home to Boston
for her sister’s wedding, and when I came back from the airport I found
a message from the agency. Frank’s sceretary, Minnic, said that he won-
dered if I wouldn’t mind bringing along my acting partner for “bits and
picees” on Sunday at the Bristol Avenue house. Black tic compris.

So there I am in not completely unfamiliar surroundings. I'd been
lucky enough to be invited to a number of these fabled Sunday nights of
Frank’s, where you could suddenly find yourself side by side on a piano
bench talking with Judy Garland, or off in a corner listening to David
Sclznick recouunt his problems in trying to mount a new production for
Jennifer. {Imagine if Gone With the Wind had been made three years later,
goodbye, Vivien Leight)

I remember noting as we entered that there were at least a dozen
ranking film stars in the room, and every one of these heads swiveled in
our direction as we crossed the threshold—it wasn’t me but April. Frank
was at our side on the instant, welcoming us. He was making smali ralk
when we saw Frances bearing down on us and I wondered what all this
boded. Nothing, apparently; it was a smooth entry into space; the two
women shook hands and bussed cheeks and were conventicnally polite.
Then, as Frank spirited April off to meet Clark Gable and Biill Holden,
[ was left facing Frances. Frances in her simple gown of ice-biuc crepe,
Frances with her pale gold hair turned in a French twist, her pale blue eyes
made uo bluer by the handsome circlet of turquoises around her neck,
Frances at her hostess-best. Her look told me she knew exactly what was
going on, and she offered her little joke abour what would my wife say
when she learned I was out with 2 Hollywood beauty, and I made the
rejoinder that April and I were joined at the hip since we were working
on /n Enemy of the People in class, and her bright, blank, yet tclling
expression as she listened said that Frances considered me a party to the
crime, as well as a traitor to her personally. We successfully avoided cach
other the rest of the evening.

Later I was talking with Kay Gable, no slouch herself when it came
to beauty, and she said, “Charlie, I'd bet money that girl's going to be the
next big star in this town. Frank is going to do magic with her.”

“Frank is doing magic with her, darling, lots of magic,” sang a
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passing voice: Claire Regrett went wafting by in a red satin dress with a
bustle and a new short haireuat, and her naughty laughter trailed her out
onto the pauo.

Later T was confronted by Vi Ueberroth, who insisted I was in
collusion with Frank and a deliberate party to a conspiracy equal to the
Guy Fawkes Gunpowder Plot. “What on carth does he want with her
here of all places?™ she demanded when she caught me at the bar and
pinned me against the wall. Is he trying to let the whole world in on
what’s happening?”

I played dumb as only one who is in the soup can play dumb. I said
I supposed Frank wanted April to get a taste of the Beverly Hills social
scene. And 1 must say, that evening at Frank’s house she tooked as if she
belonged, April, It was ironic that the home of Frances Decering Adano
was the perfect setting, but April was pearls on velvet that night. The most
intercsting thing to me was that those same people, all movie pros from
the word “go,” already recognized what April had, they all could recog-
nize star quality on the hoof, and they accepted her as a pecr, not just some
dumb starlet someone was pushing into the studio sausage grinder. Before
we left, Kay Gable slipped me the word thar already Clark wanted her
for his next, [rank knew he had 2 new Grace Kelly, but what he didn't
know was that neither he nor she would be living out a fairy tale,

Frank in love was something to sce. Like others truly in love, he ecouldn’t
hide 1t, couldn’t hope to. It was there in his eyes, the open book for all
to read. There was a drugstore downstairs from his office and one day I
heard the girl hehind the register say to a friend, “Frankic Adomis has got
it real bad, kid. He better not let the little woman And out; she’ll have him
sent up for thirty years.”

That’s the way it was. I mcan, it wasn't any seeret; the butcher, the
baker, the candlestick maker, everybody knew—though cveryone was
pretending he didn’t. Certainly Frances knew. But, being Frances, she
kept her mouth shue, bided her time, and waited for her chance to give
April the shiv. You could definitely see what was coming, though no one
thought it could go to the lengths it did.

The one who was really eoncerned was April’s mother, Donna, a
really nice woman, one of those typical independent widows who keep
things going. Ilaving buried two husbands—April’s father, and after him
April's stepfather, A. J. Curry, who'd left her an annuity—she was com-
fortably off. Sull, she was in charge of the “Knitting Corner” at Mag-
nin’s and stayed in the cveryday world, wearing smart clothes, having
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her hair done every Friday, a smiling, happy woman with lots of friends.
Everyonc liked Donna Curry. The thing that most deeply interested her
was her daughter’s own happiness, and if a married man was going to
make April happy, who was her mother to object?

Yet she worried. *Will she divorce him, do you think?” she asked me
one time when [ was picking up April (her Ford was in the shop). [
answered as diplomatieally as [ could—it was no secret that Frank and
Frances were running on a one-way street, and in Hollywood who could
tell who would stay married and who wouldn'e? [ didn’t drep 2 hint of
my own true thoughts in the matter, but already I was convinced that
things weren’t going to cnd up well; I just never believed April and Frank
would make it to the altar. And seeretly I wondered how Donna, a
Methodist, and Frank’s mother, Maxine Fargo, devout Catholie, would
get on together.

Born and raised in Hollywood, Donna was on to its various cat-claw
ways, and when the question of April’s going into the movies first came
up, she raised no objections, though thar firtn, quiet character of hers
harbored a-many. The plain faet was, she never cottoned to the idea of
her daughter’s becoming a movie actress—worse, a star, Donna’s keen
intelligence was sufficient to appreciate the sacrifices that would have to
be made, and i April was going to be placed 1n the harsh Iimelight glare,
nothing good could ever come from an affair with her married agent. His
being unhappily married had nothing to do with it, and though Donna
was always pleasant to Frank Adonis, she was wary. She wanced o like
him, marriage would have been fine if he’d been single or if a divorce were
in the offing, but Back Street was no place for her little girl. Ten other
girls could be up there on the silver screen, but somehow she never
thought it was right for “Aprii”~—a name she could never quite accept as
natural; she found it just a little contrived, which of course it was.

“I'd really rather she just went on and got another degree and mar-
ried some nice fellow,” she said to me one evening (the Ford was stll in
the shop and I'd dropped April home). While she made coffee, Donna and
I were talking about the screen test Frank had arranged for April in the
Sam Ueberroth picture she was up for. “It won’t wash, you know,” she
said.

Whar wouldn't wash, 1 asked.

“Anna, being in the movies. Oh, it'll be all right on the surface, [
guess, but she really isn’t made for all that—" She said “nonsense” but
meant “bullshit.” She was savvy eunough not to express her misgivings
either to April or to Frank, but she was hoping that, given the practicality
she accorded both Jenny and me, we'd be able to talk some sense into
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April’s head. Since [ was going to do the test with her, we were often
together; I'd promised Frank I'd help as much as I could.

We shot the test, Sam gave her the part (by then Sam was head over
heels in love with her himself, and truthfuily no other actress even came
close to playing it but April}. As director Sam hired the great Mamoulian,
who casily cxploited every bit of beauty and talent placed in his hands;
neither Frank nor April could have hoped for more. And I give her credit,
she really tried. {(Remember, she was a total begimner; she’d done a “per-
sonality” test, sitting on 2 stool and talking to somecne off camera, but this
was a job of acting.)

At some point along in here Frank had faced the astonishing realiza-
tion that his happiness now depended on her happiness, depended on it
utterly and without argument. April had become the kevstone to his
existence, the one thar held up the arch. Here was a guy used to having
almost every woman he set his sights on, whe never wasted much time
getting a lady into bed, and now he found himself in 2 hot froth but
couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do anything about it. Though he was determined
to possess her, he revered her, and it was touching to see him acting for
a change like a high-school kid on a date, as if he were courting her in
the old-fashioned way, with Benny Goodman records and white gardenia
corsages and necking dates in the balcony Friday nights.

Maybe his was a calculated approach, maybe he knew exactly what
he was doing—but I don’t think so. At fifty-odd he’d fallen into the grip
of somcthing primitive, something so powerful and overwhelming that he
simply couldn’t stop himself. Fault? Is there fault in these things, the
cternal triangles? 1 know this: 1t was a beautiful thing to see; beautiful to
watch, cven to be a part of. It's what they wrote the book of love for.

April was like nothing he’d ever known before; her freshness and
honesty made their convincing appeal, especially after glitzy dames like
Babe and Ciare, with their heavy doses of sex and glamour, their crepe
gowns and slubbed satin sheathes and ncedie-heel sling pumps and
combed upsweeps. April was like a spring freshet, a sweet, cooling rain
in the face.

And April was that true Hollywood oddity, a virgin. She’d never
been made love to by a man and wasn't especially anxious to do so.
(Remember, we'd just come through the fifties.) Bud’s cager advances sbe
easily repelled, even though his ideas of conquest were perfectly plain.
Frank, on the other hand, was a surprise, since he hadn’t made the least
overture. A connoisseur of woman-flesh, he had found the all-time prize
and he wasn’t going to rush it.

[f it had been up to Donna, she’d a thousand, ten thousand, times,
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have picked Bud Ayres over Frank Adonis. An unscrupulous mother
might well have jumped at the chance to see her daughter mistress to such
an important movie figure; not Mrs. Cnrry. She had her feet on the ground
and, as [ said, she didn’t want her little girl mixed up in the movie business
in the first place. Yet week by weck she watched April slip more desper-
atcly, more eagerly, in love with the dark figure regarded by many as
notorious, by some even as dangerous.

By this time Sam’s picture he Scarlet Roan was being previewed in
San Bernardino, and, having learned of the sneak, Maxine Fargo had
tucked herself away in the movie-house balcony, her eyes straining as she
watched this all-important performance by the girl her son loved, “Well,
she’s got it, she’s got 1t,” she said to herself on the way home, and the
evidence was indisputable; what Maxine had seen was soon to be seen by
the whole town, the counery, and the world: “She had ic.” However hard
it was for April to stand the gaff, she had stood it. Under the lights, in front
of the lens, she had blossomed, her little touches of awkwardness and
nervous giveaways had been skillfully disguised by the director, and she
had emerged just as Irank had decided she would, not quite a star, but
the next-best thing to; another picture would put her over the top. She
was on her way.

With only ten days off she went from Searler Roan into her next
picture. By now there scemed little doubt about her future. Hedda by this
time knew how the wind was slanting, and that anything to do with April
Rains was a hot item, especially where it concerned Frankie—Hedda and
Frances Adano were let’s-have-lunch-and-wear-hats buddies—and she
was snifhing around, trying any way she could to dig up enough dirt to
plant some bulbs.

Meanwhile, April was thinking that maybe it wasn’t so bad, maybe
she could be a star. Acting comes harder to some than to others, and to
vet others, like April, it comes even harder. But once she got in front of
the camera, under those lights, she was okay. What she really dida’t like
was all the claptrap, the heavy glitz, the tinsel glamour. She hated the klieg
lights, the parties and premicres, the personal appearances, the interviews,
that whole fox-fur-and-rhinestones part of the act. It’s a job, like any other
joh, but there are ways and ways of performing it. Hepburn did it one way
—her way—but her way would not have been possible for many, since
you have to be a rugged individualist and utterly true to some 1aner force
or posture: Certainly that way was not for April. She couldn't tell an
autograph seeker to go screw or simply not go into public restaurants,
Claire Regrett had her own way, too, which was to take the tiger by the
tail and shake the son-of-a-bitch until he yelped, but Claire’s long gone
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from the movic scene, while Hepburn’s still hard at it, whatever that may
prove.

The thing was, everybody liked April. You couldn’t help liking her.
She had no pretensions, she was just toe-to-toe with whoever you hap-
pened to be. She never put on much of an act; they had to make up things
for her to say to Hedda and Louella, things to say in interviews; otherwise
she came over a little Aat, and God forbid any starlet should ever come
over a little Aat. Better she should screw her way from bed to bed, from
producer to produccr, than be a shrinking violet.

“You've got to get out and sell yourself, honey,” the studio publicity
gang used to tell her. “And don’t be so brainy. Forget the music, show
your tits a little. Give "em the ole Marilyn wiggle.”

In three ycars she played parts in nine major films, supporting parts,
then starring parts. When her name went up in lights she cried. They
opened her second picture at the Bruin in Westwood; local girl makes
good was the theme, a sell-out, but despite everything it came as a surprisc
to me that she was a star. [ still tended to think of her as the girl who'd
come in out of the rain, the greenhorn Feldy had struggled to turn into
a screen actress. Because April herself always joked about her inability to
act, it constantly surprised me to sce that she could. She wasn’t Eleonora
Duse, but she had chis natural qualiry that came over well on the sereen.

They put her in light stuff mostly—7be Scariet Roan, Skies of the West,
Prerty Peppy—nothing to tax her abilities. It wasn’t until she played the
lunchstand waitress in Thirty-six Hours and got terrific reviews that they
really began to take notice. In Hollywood, when a star is born, I mean,
it's BORN! They rcally let you know about it; you couldn’t pick up a
magazine or a paper and not rcad about or see a picture of April Rains,

Frank wasn’t merely happy; he was ecstatic. This was his new super-
star, the girl whose footprints would go down 1n Sid Grauman’s cement.
One girl like this was worth the grief and misery of all the rest, God rest
their boobs. Louella wept tears of joy in welcoming her to the pantheon,
the greatest potential star since Audrey Hepburn, since Marilyn, since—
gee, Lolly couldn’t think of another. Sidney Skolsky, who was reputed
to do his news column from a booth at Schwab’s Drugstore, became
Apnl's knight in shining armor; hardly a day went by when he didn’t
byline one or more items about the rising star.

She did make a pretty light, you know. She was pgracious and
friendly, always trymng to smile, waving at the camera; she seemed to be
there for you, for everybody. When she attended premieres she often
went with Donna, because there was no main squeeze for her; Bud came
in for his share of squiring, but it was the old “just friends” routine. And
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that was truc; just friends. Not so with Frank, however; a little more than
friends, I'm afraid, though everybedy was running around trying to stifle
that item, asking Sidney not to print it, muzzling Hedda, putting a sock
in Louella.

Because I'd been her acting partner, because I knew her so well by
the time she began getting better known, because she was so likable, so
lovable, I took 2 strong interest in her rising career. Though Jenny was
by nature a jealous sort, where April was concerned she only dittoed my
encouragcment and support; April wasn’t just my friend but Jenny's as
well. I remembered how the four of us—we two, April with Bud—went
onc might to see Green Hills of Kentucky at the old Picwood movie house
over on Pico Boulevard, where you could sit in those big soft rocking-
chair seats and smicke your heads off; we heard the comments of others
around us, whispering about how beaunful she was, how terrific, and
belicve me, they wasn’t talkin” about the borse!

There was a new star up there in the Hollywood sky, and as I say,
it made a lovely light. And the light had turned green, it was co all the
way. She won the Photoplay Award, then the Look Award; Life did a
cover story backing up the original cover shot; she was made guest of
honor at a Foreign Press Association Christmas funcheon (she came and
left with Hedda); she’d been on three cross-country publicity tours, two
of them with Bud (well chaperoned, of course). She went on working
with Feldy at the Stage Society, and was taking her work very seriously.
Then the head of studio publicity took her to lunch at the Derby “for a
littic private talk.” He talked about careers and how hard they were to
build and how much stood at risk by unsavory personal associations, and
why didn’t she give some thought to tying the knot with Bud, who adored
her anyway. And the fans would eat it up. The studio would foot all the
bills, including two weeks at a first-class hotel of their choice.

Over her Cobb salad, April explained that she wasn’t interested. Dore
Schary, then top dog at MGM, had 2 talk with her: Stop sceing Frank on
a private level. Remember, he was a marricd man, his wife was a promi-
nent figure in her own right and had the Bishop in her pocker. April
accepted Dore’s warning with thanks but chose to ignore 1t.

By this time there was no stopping cither the carcer or the affair. Each
was going its own way, soaring up among the stars, where when you fell
you fell a long way. Until the release of Brighrer Promise the affair hadn’t
in the strict sense been consummated. But sooner or later there comes a
time for everything, especially fovemaking, and the point at last arrived
when they murually agreed that the time had come. Jack’s-at-the-Beach
was okay for quiet talks and furtive hand holding, bur the moment had
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arrived to put away childish things and act grown up about it all. The
place they decided on for this consummation was Frankie’s beach house.

They drove out to Malibu. Since Frances had decided she really
didn’t care for the beach, Frank had the place to himself, and 1t was here
that the big romance really took fire. The beach house was romantic and
invested with a sort of trembling aura of magic. The weather report was
Tousy, but if you thought about it, it really didn’t matter. He was with her,
she was with him, they were together. They had the whole weckend.
Only fifteen miles from town, but no one would know where they werc.

Since noon the Coast Guard had been posting storm warnings all up
and down the line from San Diego to Point Mugu, and it looked as if
Malibu was in for a heavy blow. Inside cthe house all was cozy and warm.
Frank built a fire and carried 1n a good supply of wood to keep it going.
He put on his old beat-up weckend clothes, his Black Watch shirt and
turtleneck, his belted corduroy jacket, and later they went for a walk on
the beach, where the surf was thundering onto the sand, sending up
geysers of white foam.

The gathering storm exhilarated her, roused feelings thac choked her
with their intensity, People went by, and she felt odd, nervous. Fveryone
was out walking, it scemed, the world was out walking. She slipped her
hand in his jacket pocket and they made it all the way up to Paradise Cove
without saying much. A dog, a golden retriever, joincd them and they
threw a stick for him to chase. The wool of Frank’s turtleneck scratched
her when she nuzzied him or they kissed, and the waves drew the sand
in pockets from bencath their bare feet. “It's like the end of the world,”
she murmured, gazing out to where the overcast rolled forward across the
surf, and the salt blow pricked her eyes. Everything looked gray and
pewtery and the gulls flew as if on kite strings against the wind.

It was dark by the time they got back to the house, and they'd
forgotten to turn on the lights, Suddenly she fclt intimidated, afraid to go
in. It wasn’t her house, she was an interloper. Another woman’s house,
another woman'’s husband—nothing was hers. Even someone ¢lsc’s dog.

“Shoo! Shoo!” she told it, trembling. “Go home!”

Inside, Frank blew up a fire with an antique leather bellows studded
with brass nail heads, a present from Frances, then put steaks on to broil;
corn was steaming 1n a pot. She went around turning down the lights—
she had the fecling people could sec in, and this botbered her.

She was positive she wouldn't be hungry, but she was. They had all
of tonight and all the rest of tomorrow, then all of Sunday, too, till seven,
when she’d promised Donna she’d be back. She wanted to talk—there
were important things to talk about—burt somehow they only joked, all
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of it casual. Afterward, when they had got rid of the dishes and were
curled up by the fire, there was a bang on the door; they jumped up.
Frank’s neighbor: the surf was getting high. Coast Guard lights fashing
up and down the beach. A power boat was having trouble making it down
to the marina. Just letting him know, When Frank followed him outside
she sat huddled in the window seat under a red-and-black huffalo-plaid
hlanket. It made her think of horscs, and that made her think of The Scarlet
Roan, the film about the stallion in which she'd made such an impression,
and that made her think of carcers, and t2at made her think of al! kinds
of problems. Suddenly, faces appeared at the window to frighten her.
Blessedly, one of them was Frank’s, but by the time the three men trooped
in, she was hiding in the bathroom.

They didn't stay long, and when they left Frank coaxed her out.

“Sweetheart, don’t—it’s all right. They're friends, they won't say
anything.”

Outside, the rising wind screamed itself into a tearing tumult and the
heavy waves kept crashing underncath the house. It will wash us away,
she thought, as shc heard the tide rattle the stones and pebbles. This was
all there was, this fire, this room, and the two of them. They werce “Out-
ward Bound,” passengers on a fog-shrouded ship carrying them-—
whither? How swect, how blessed it was. She was ready; tonight she
would give everything. She loved him, and something told her she would
never love another man. It was this one; this one or none at all. They were
in love. Nothing [ike this, ever. All beings should love like this, this was
what it was meant to be, what the gods intended from the beginning. This,
only this. She’d give anything—anything to have it, kecp it, guard ic.

That night he carried her to bed and it was everything they'd hoped
for, more, and they knew now it had to be, somehow had to be. Gone were
thoughts of Frances. This was their bed, their sheets, their pillows. Hun-
gry hodies ate and tasted, ate again, and still not cnough. More, I want
more; the dark lay all around and they reached and touched so close they
could wrap themselves in each other’s skins. He had her hair across his
lips, be could taste it; drew the strand away, spoke 1n her ear, his voice
rumbling deep in his throat.

The angry sea roared and rushed about the under-porch pilings,
jolting the house; the wind torc at the shingles. There was something
ultra-theatrical abour it, as if the storm had been engineered just for them.
They slept a little, woke up, made love again in the gray early morning,
slept some more. The aystery eye of dawn opened in the cast; she could
hear early-Saturday-morning traffic out on the road; the sky lightened bit
by hit. She felt prescient. Something boded.
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He slept late. She tidicd up, bathed, dressed, was reading an old
National Geographic about the Eskimos in Baffin Island when she hap-
pened to glance up and was starcled to see a man standing outside on the
porch, peering in at her, He wore boots and a shicker and a sou’wester,
and he watched her intently. Then he clumped across the deck and out
of sight. Fisherman? Irate neighbor? What business had he around there?
‘The same bedraggled retriever came back, scratched to get in. She ignored
the animal, then tossed it the T-bone from last night. He troteed off with
it between sandy jaws. Once he stopped, looked back, went on. ‘T'he sea
had quieted now.

Frank wokc up; she cooked hreakfast. They had curried eggs and
popovers and Bloody Bulls with celery stalks to swizzle. He told her her
coffee was the best. She told him about the man on the porch; he wasn't
overly concerned—maybe the guy was checking for damage. They lazed
around all morning; then when she started lunch he said he wanted to go
next door.

She thought of Frances as she looked through the kitchen drawers,
saw her as a tallish, darkish, forbidding statue, bronzy and cold to the
touch, intractable, implacable, remorseless. “He's mine,” she heard her
say, “l found him first, you can’t have him.”” She looked at all the photo-
graphs on the hall chest, autographed to Frank and Frances. Belinda, Babe,
Maude and Crispin Antrim—how much a “couple” they secmed, how
well smated to each other, how they “shared” the space in the picture, She
felt as if she were prying among secret things, fingers poking into private
little corners. A life, but another’s. Hers was on Tenncssee Avenue with
‘Donna, not in Malibu.

Irank wasn’t gone long. 'There was a lot of damage along the beach-
front, he reported; several houses had Aooded, one had washed away. He
was lucky; his house was well built. The storm had washed a sea beast onto
the strand, a small whale. Weak, dying, nothing to be done for it; the Park
Service was making arrangermnents to tow it away. April didn’t go out to
view it, didn’t even go onto the deck. She felt time pressing at her, heard
its hoofs thundering amid the crash of the waves.

He explained that the neighbors wanted them to come over later for
cocktails. The thought frightened her, but she said all right and when the
time came she put on slacks, a cashmere sweater, and a jacket and they
went. It was the local beach crowd, eight of them. All perfectly cool, no
one thought—no, no one said—a thing. No Frances. Frances didn’t exist
here.

Actually she liked them, the beach crowd. Warm, friendly, inter-
ested, admiring of Frank. “Isn’t he the best guy!” exclaimed the one called
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Barb. “Some girls have all the luck, no kidding.” April had the grace to
blush. She heard the others ralking in the kitchen about divoree and
Frances’s name was being bandicd. But they were nice to her; they made
it clear that all they wanted was Frank’s happincss.

The two of them were sent home with a pitcher of martinis and
plastic throwaway cups. Carrying these, they climbed out onto Seal
Rocks, where the sea, calmer now, lay before them, pitted with brazen
gold and throwing ghttering flecks of light onto their faces. They stpped
their drinks and gazed out to sea, saying little, nothing, volumes.

The waves had greedily eaten away at the beach, cutting away a
four-foot shelf that the neighbors’ kids were gleefully leaping from into
the foam as 1t rolled onto the strand. The air was filled with spindrift,
which settled on their faces; the whole world seemed painted in sunset
hues all the way up to Point Dume, whose jutting headland cut off
the further view. “Look, how pretty they are,” April said, pointing up the
beach. Slowly approaching them were two riders on horsehack; at the
angle they resembled centaurs.

“Come again?”

“Centaurs,” she repeated.

He laughed. ““I thought you said ‘scnators.” I know—centaurs. Who
were they?”

“A mythological race of man-horse creatures who lived in Thessaly.”

“Sicily? Cecily? Sassily?”

“Thessaly. They were killed by the Lapithae and driven out of
Greece forever.”

“Poor senators. Impeached. Where did they end up?”

“There.” She pointed down the beach. “They came to Sunny Cali-
fornia.”

“With the rest of the cast-me-offs and nutburgers.”

The horses had stopped, their riders side by side gazing outward to
the horizon, figures unreal and merely imagined, mythic beasts in the
coppery sea. She stirred in his arms and he heard her voice in his ear.

“Omne by one in the moonlight there
Neighing far off on the baunted air
The unicorns come down to the sea.”

She trailed off.

“Pretty. Whose?” he asked.

“Conrad Aiken.”

“My Aiken back? I know him well.”
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“Joker. Fool. Madman. Aiken’s poem. Called ‘Fvening Song."”

“Nice. Pretty pretty.” He crooned in her ear, nuzzled her cheek. Gin
and love were at work together; love instead of dry vermouth. Ah, sweet
sweetness, He wished for no more than this. ‘This was happiness, only this.
The hell with 430 North Rodeo. The hell with movies and studios and
Sam Ueberroth. This was heaven in the here and now. His arm circling
her back, her blowing hair tickling his nose, her smell, touch, sound—her
all. From his heart came the longing shout for freedom—1/Let ne go, damn
it! Slip my honds, crack my fetters, release me—and the pale face of Frances,
his wedded wife, swam to him from our of the gathering fog, spoiling the
moment. Frances the lumberman’s danghter. Marry in haste, repent at
leisure. God. April made a tiny murmur and stirred in his arms.

He apologized, hadn’t realized he was squcezing so hard. “Some
more, please,” he said in a husky voice. “More lincs.”

She thought 2 moment, then recited,

“It is evening, Senlin says, and in the evening,

By a silent shore, by a far distant sea,

White unicorns come gravely down fo the water.

In the lilac dusk they come, they are white and stately,
.. One by one they come and drink their fill;

And daistes burn like stars on the darkened Mill.”

He liked it; pretty images. “What's it called?”

“Senlin,” she told him.

“Senlin who?"

“Just ‘Senlin,’ ” ,

He got up, brushed his trousers, and held out his hand. “Let’s go
back, want to? Play doctor?”

She laughed that laugh and sat up, touched his cheek, murmured
something he failed to carch, words lost to the wind. It was no longer
Malibu but the Cornish coast. He was Tristan; she, Isolde; I'rancis King,
Mark; and their love was the love of the ages. At twenty-five, April Rains
was legendary. He kissed her, They clung together, lost out on the Cor-
nish rocks in the volling fog. Horses and riders had gone. Darkness was
theirs. No one to see, no one to care. “Ilove you, Darling, Ilove you. Love
me. Please love me.”

"Yes. Yes, darling, | love you, too.™

Words, merely, but a comfort to say them, How long since he'd said
them to any woman? Common everyday movic words, bur so great a
comfort. 'The most important words.
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They went in, lovers, not marricd, into Frances's house, his and hers,
not his and hers. Inside the still room the fire was there and the shadows,
safc, enveloping, blessed dark, and where they lay and how, that was love’s
old story. People should be happy? Yes, happy, men and women making
babies by the firelight.

At the thought she pulled suddenly away.

“What?" he asked, drowsy with the gin,

“Nothing . . . Her Mona Lisa smile in the firclight.

"To have his baby! Terrifying, wondrous thought—to bear her young
for him, fruit of his loins. What Fran could never do, give him babies, little
bambini in diapers, rompers. Toddlers ali over the place. How pleased and
happy Maxine would be.

Then, finally, disaster. They were asleep and a hot coal must have
jumped onto the flokat: rug. The neighbors saw billowing smoke, called
the fire department; strangers came dashing into the house from every-
where, “1to the rescue,” and the lovers were caught—not even “doing
anything,” but in flagrante was i flagrante, even in the Mahbu Colony.
The dead whale was onc story; a better one was the fire.

“Conflagration . . . house of Frank Adonis . . . present on the scene
was Frankie . . . with a Dusiness associate.” Hedda was on the phone
posthaste, going racka-racka-racka. The power of the press, the printed
word. It wenr from the Hat to the Fat One and pretty soon everybody
was playing guessing games. Who was the lady at the house of Frances
Decring Adano when it caught fire and burned on the Sunday of the Big
Storm?

The real reason Frank had been able to spend a whole weckend alone with
April was that Frances had gone to Seattle to visit her father in the
hospital. A mild stroke had him bedded and she wanted to be at his side
in the emergency. Also she wanted to discuss her current domestic situa-
tion with her mother, a conversation that may be easily imagined.

But Frances’s absence was not prolonged, and it was some time
before Frank was able to spend another such interval in April's company.
It happened the following spring; by then Frances was occupying the
Bristol house alone and Frank was temporarily in rooms at his club. It
being Maxine's birthday, he ran down to San Bernardino to surprise her,
and with him came Aprii, whom he introduced to his mother as his client,
adding nothing more. But Maxine Fargo was smarter than that. She
wanted to hear all about April, knowing perfectly well that there were
things her son wasn't telling her. [t made her sad to think that her Franco
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was doing things he shouldn’t, and with a girl not yet half his age,
beautiful though she was. In her own Maxi-way she went straight to the
heart of things. She took April to see her garden, and while they walked
among the rows of butter lettuce and tomato plants she interrogated her,
in a kind, pleasant way, but her intentions were clear. She wanted to know
if this willowy college blonde was a home-wrecker, someone who was bad
for her Franco, someone who would bring him pain and misery. But by
the time they got to the Swiss chard, Maxine was convinced that April
was an angel from on high. Her mother’s heart told her that this was the
one who could erase that look from her Frankie's eyes, that empty look
that frightcned her and made her il

As things fell out, Maxine saw April only once agamn. This was on the eve
of Apri’s departure for Italy that summer, during which time, by a
perfectly natural arrangement, she would see Maxine's son, also summer-
mg on the Boot.

This European venture came abour as follows:

One afternoon as Frank came in from the track, he bumped into Kit
Carson in the agency parking lot and invited him up to the office where
he'd once been an office boy. As they stepped into the elevator another
passenger entered behind them. This was Tonio Garti, the assistant to a
large-scale Italian producer, the famous Alessandro Cannis {Cave Cannis,
as he was known along the Via Veneto). Top dog among the producer’s
underhings, Gatn, a good-locking, amiable Latin with an atrocious accent,
was in Los Angeles scouting American talent to fill several roles in the
gargantuan cpic now in pre-production in Rome, The Trojan Horse,

“Thees ees-a quite amusing, amico wio,” Tonio greeted Frank, “but
I was just-a now on my way to see you. And, tel] me, who ’ave we "ere?
An actor, no doubt.” He tock in Kit's six-foot-three frame, ending with
the blonde hair and green eyes. Frank introduced the two and the upshot
was that within days Kit was signed to play Hector in the Trojan epic and
was packing to fly off to Rome.

Soon after, Frank arranged for T'onio to meer another of his young,
attractive clients, April Rains, who instantly captivated the Iralan.
Though married, Tonio was something of a Lothario, and almost before
she knew it, Apri! likewisc found hersclf preparing for an extended junket
to sunny Italy. Cannis was borrowing her from Metro, at three times her
normal salary.

April and Kit flew together to New York, where they performed the
usual studio publicity chores, and when they wcre done they went on to
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Rome. Then, after a discreet lapse, Frank himself followed, ostensibly to
Britain, to pave the way for yet another client, Babe Austrian, soon
to make her debut at a London nitery. Naturally he would drop down to
Rome to check on the progress of the Horse. A trip with pleasant prospects
all around, inasmuch as he was to travel unhampered by Frances, who was
in the throes of redecorating the Bristol house (yct again); besides which,
her father hadn’t fully recovered from his stroke.

‘That year, Rome was a beehive, and it seemed as if everyone was in
town, including Jenny and me. I'd wrapped my picture in North Africa
a few weeks earlier, and Frank wanted me in Rome to sce if he could
squeezce me into 1he Trojan Horse as well. In any case, he'd already had
2 firm offer for me to start another picture in Europe, so once way or the
other I was career-carcfree and on hand for the duration.

This was the great time of Italian picturemaking. Rome was
Hollywood-on-the-Tiber, and every last foot of production space was
leased to hlmmakers, foreign and otherwise. These were the glorious days
falling on the heels of Fox’s Cleopatra, the days of the Burton-Taylor-
Fisher debacle and the held day the press had enjoyed, ringing their
chimes on that triangle. Now Ja prezza di Roma was hungrily searching
for another tasty pudding to dish up. On the Via Veneto the faces sitting
in the cafés drinking espressos were just Iike all the faces at Pupi’s on the
Sunset Strip drinking café espressos. You saw cveryone you'd left at
home, stars as well as nobodies. Many had comc trying to wangle a job;
thcy were all beating a path to Tonio Gatti’s door; Tonto, it secmed, had
invented the better mousetrap.

By now Kit and April were decp into the film, currently on location
at Ostia, where the embarkation of the Greek army was being shot. The
Trojan Horse is one of those Hollywood extravaganzas of twenty-odd
years ago that you never hear anything abour these days. Mercifully, it
seidom turns up on the Lafe Show, and isn't the sort of picture you're
likely to come across in the revival houses. It featured the usual cast of
thousands, an unending number of battle sequences, plus some equally
stunning love scenes between Paris and Helen, but that’s about it for the
Horse. By now it's long since joined that boneyard of unmourned Holly-
wood turkeys like Solowion and Sheba, Tyrone Power’s swansong, like
Samson and Delilab, like Pandora and the Flying Dutchman, Iike King
Richard and the Crusaders and the late, unlamented sccond version of 7he
Charge of the Light Brigade.

There came a time when the company moved farther down the Boor,
to where the city of Troy had been raised in rubber and plaster along the
Pontine Marshes. With the switch in scheduling, April wasn’t being
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carried on the callsheet, and no sooner had she been given her temporary
reicase than she disappeared and no one but Tonio Gatti knew anything
of her whereabouts.

In the meantime Jenny and I had come up from Sicily to Naples and
had hopped the metoscafo over to Capri, where we put up at the Quissisana
Horel to indulge ourselves in a bit of well-earned dokce vita. Shortly after
our arrival we were discreetly joined by a friend who signed the register
as “Anna Thorwald,” and she occupied the room on our left. Shortly after
that a gentleman signed in as one “Orlando Gatti” and he took the room
to our right. Since all the rooms connected, the balconics as well, we were
a merry troupe, indeed we were.

And thus commenced the famous Summer of the Purple Grape, the
name we later gave to those weeks, those happy, sun-filled weceks of Italian
summer, a little less than paradise—but only 2 Iittle. And in those weeks
we watched a beautiful flower come slowly, gorgeously, into full blossom.
The flower’s name was April, and I thought this must be what watching
a night-blooming cereus was like. I was no gardening buff, but I knew
horticulture when 1 saw it

Seeing lovers together wasn't anything so new, I'd observed my
sharc, but this was a rare piece of drama we were witnessing, Jenny and
. Romance was in the air, night and day. They were like twe young
lovers, yes, yer av times they looked like the oldest married couple we
knew, two old shoes, so comfortable and refaxed they were, at ease with
each other and with us and with the world, There’s that tired old cliché
you still hear a lot, “meant for each other,” but we had the feeling that
in this case it really applied. Somehow you knew it, they were God’s
couple, but what made it really poignant to me was knowing how close
to zilch were their chances of making a go of it. Fven if Apnl gave up
her career, which | knew wouldn't have bothered her much, even if she
teft the publie eye, what werce the chances of Frances's ever bending
en.'igh to give Frankie the divorce he so desperately wanted? And while
April was radiantly happy in the role of young lover, she was not the type
to last as Official Mistress to a married man.

Realizing this, Frank told us he was resolved that upon returning
to California he would absolutely force Frances to diverce him. Jenny
and I thought this a fairly unrealistic approach on his part. That he did
not perceive, or simply chose to ignore, the truth wasn’t much to his
credit, but he was a man deeply enamored, and what could anybody do
about that?

But during this interval of enchantment—it’s true, they were both
enchanted—they acted as if a divorce were the likeliest cvent in the world;
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it was only a question of time before things worked out and they’d be man
and wife, To look at them no one would have guessed there was anything
amiss, they seemed so happy, so natural together. As I say, meant for each
other.

I sce them still, hand in hand as they stroll along the narrow cobbled
strects of Capri, in shorts and shirts and straw hats, dark glasses, sandals,
touches of gold jewelry, he dark as mahogany, she a glorious tawny gold
with just that touch of pink lipstick, white reeth flashing, blonde hair—
she twenty-four, he—fifty-three! Almost thirty years older, yet vou could
see how little it really mattercd. How could it? She might be a widow
before most girls her age, but who could think about that now? Who could
think about anything cxcept that they belonged together, they were al-
ready married to each other even though no papers had been signed, no
ceremony had been performed.

I watch them walking by the seaside and try to distinguish them from
tecn-agers, two sweethearts poised on the threshold of life, poor but
honest, as they say; see how they duck their heads and smile or lean toward
the other’s cheek. Sce them pick up a shell, examine it, carry it to the car,
listen for the wave thart lies within, forever sounding. The Mediterranean
laps their tanned ankles, blue water under bluer sky, a movie’s blue lagoon
—it could be Long Island Sound but for the drying nets festooning the
stone walls of the breakwater, the pink and blue houses. They go hither,
thither, buy a bangle, buy a bead, buy a watch. She spends all of a thousand
lire for a watch; he has only the one Frances had given him, she’d racher
he went timeless than see it. This one has “Mikee Maus™ using yellow
gloves to tell the time.

See the signorine in the windows above them, nodding, laughing—
pretty girls with flowers in their hair, they know amor when they spot
it. Ah, i americano, com ¥ bello, com sexy. Cido, bello! Buan giorno, bella
signorina! They laugh and chatter and comb their hair and put in ribbons.
Where will they find such a bello for themselves? Ma, ¢ italiano, non é
verre, guesto vagazzo? Ma cinquante? Non @& possibile! Cido, bello! Cido,
Franco! No man looks like that at fifty!

Who can imagine how happy they are, how they are blessed? These
are golden hours, stolen from the great world. But for how long? Not
very ...

At this point the whole Boot of Italy was swarming with a clamoring
horde of international press. Had anyone divined the arrangements that
were operational on Capri, there would have been hell to pay, and April
was not the kind of girl to deal with that kind of hell. That her carcer
might be in jeopardy wouldn’t have worricd her—it might actually have
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been a relief. Bur the thought of ail the pressure, the scandal, the publicity
—it didn’t merely worry her, it terrified her.

One evening Jenny pleaded fatigue and went to bed early. I had been
doing a little writing and stuck my ngse in some pages while Frank and
April took the funicular up to Anacapri. Later | went out and sat on the
baicony, enjoying the view. I heard April's door and presenty their
voices. Someone had recognized April in the chapel up above; now she
was upset and Frank was trying to calm her down. Then she began to
weep, and [ realized how badly she was troubled by her situation. She was
telling him she would rather end it now, here at Capri, clean and cold,
than go on hoping he was ever going to marry her while they went on
sneaking around, always afraid some photographer would pop cut and
take their picture together and it would come out in the papers.

“But what does it matter?” I heard Frank say. ““T'he only important
thing is that we love each other, isn’t it? A picture in the paper isn’t going
to hurt us, s 13"

He cajoled her unti her tears subsided; then I heard her laugh, that
pretty sound that was so much hers. Teave it to Frank to get her smiling
again, and so quickly. Still, I knew this little episode was only the precur-
sor to others, the forcshad{)wing of further tears to be shed.

The low murmur of Frank’s voice went on; [ didn’t catch the words
but T could rmagine them.

“Darling, we belong together, that's all that's important. The hell
with the rest of them. Frances is only playing a waiting game, but in the
end she'lt come round. She'll try to make us miserabie as she can for a
while, but in the end she'll give in, you'll sce.”

And April's bright response: “Yes, of course, you're right, you're
always right. I'm just being foolish. Let’s forget the whole thing.”

And of course it was forgotten; at least no one spoke of it, though
I doubt anvthing was really forgotten. You didn't just forget about
Frances, even though she was ten thousand miles away . . . except, damn
1t all, she wasn't ten thousand nules away, but a lot closer, as events were
shortly to prove.

Though Frank had brushed off the incident, nonctheless their having
becn recognized at Anacapri had its effcct. Somehow the word got out,
the paparazzi arrived in swarms, and the lovers decamped while Jenny
and I aid a gencral smoke screen. They went into hiding agam. What
tittle dignity remained to them was spent in fleeing by car up the Auto-
strada del Sol, heading for 2 safe haven and the high walls of a villa
belonging to Frank’s kind friend, the celebrated and newsworthy Con-
tessa Dodt Ingrist.
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Daodt was a rich American heiress who owned a luxurious antique
villa at Civitaveechia, built on the ruins of one of the Eraperor Tiberius’s
play spots. Sixty-five and more, Dodi was gay and charming, wore lots
of Puccis—screcching pinks and parrot greens and lavenders—and ran
about her estate in a pink-painted golf cart. She was a doyenne of the
Rome social scene, but was as the veritable tomb when it came to kecping
2 SeCTet.

It was hiere at the ochre-tinted Villa Pinatt that the lovers managed
to catch their breath. Here no one bothered them; few cven knew they
were in residence. Dodi was happy to share their company if they were
so mclined; otherwise she pave them the widest kind of berth. And for
cleven days they remained scquestered, safe from prying eyes and the
probing lenses of the paparazei. They strolled in the cool gardens chat
were filled with blank-eved tufa statues and tall palms, played games of
bocei on the lawn that looked [ike a billiard table, rode horseback along
the ragged Mediterrancan shore, climbed among the rocks looking for
crabs, or went out in the little pink-hulled ketch that Dodi had supplied
them with,

This pink ketch was their undoing. Christened the Dods Bird by its
owner (who never boarded the vessel; Dodi hated being on the water), 1t
was for I'rank the answer to a praver. Once at her helm he could put
himself entirely at case, cutting bimself oft from cverything except the
sun, sky, and salt water he loved. And by dint of lashing her tiller and
setting her a straight course, he could contrive to enjoy his tnamorata in
the cozy cabin below decks, where there were two narrow bunks, one of
which they appropriated {or their own uses.

One afternoon while they were love-wrapt tn the cabin, 2 squall
sprang up out of nowhere and came rushing across the bay to fling icself
upon the hittle boat. Taken unawares, Frank staggered above deck to find
his craft about to capsize. While he jurnped to unlash the rudder, April
gamely hauled down the flapping mainsail, and together they tried to
muscle out the driving squall that scemed bent on destroying both the boat
and themselves. The sky had gone an eerie black, the waves were danger-
ously high, and there wasn't another vessel in sight. And while they were
in full view of the beach, a quarter mile distant, there were no people in
sight.

Frank was a good sailor and be pat up a brave fight, but though he
kept his bow headed close into the wind, the waves were choppy and the
gale sprang now from one quarter, now another. They began shipping
watcer, bailing became a hopeless necessity, and soon the boat started to

go down,
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They abandoned the sinking craft and struck ocut for the shore. The
waves were strong, and when April tired, Frank put his arm around her
and hugged her close, certain the wind would carry them to the shore.
April couldn’t speak, but Frank kept muttering in her ear, “I love you,
baby,” over and over. “I fove you, baby, love you, baby.”

This misadventure ended happily when they washed up on the sand,
where they were helped by locals whom an anxious Dodi had dispatched
m scarch of them. The ketch was gone forever, beneath the Civitavecchian
waves, not so far from the spot where the poet Shelley had suffered a more
fatal mishap 150 years before.

This dramatic business of the shipwreck led to notable results. First,
it served to strengthen the ever-deepening love between Frank and April.
Having faced the peril of the storm in each other’s arms, they were more
than ever resolved to cleave together, whatever this might entail. Nobody
could prevent their being together, and if Frances wouldn’t give him the
divorce he demanded, so be it. He’d find another way; he had to.

Second, and worse luck, the mishap again set the bloodhounds on
their tails. Not unnaturally, such an incident was bound to attract the
attention of the press, and upon learning that the lost vessel had belonged
to the Contessa Ingrisi, reporters gathered to investigate, Since April was
still presumed to be with Jenny and me at Capri, and Frank in London,
no connection was yet made between them and the pair on the boat,
whom Dodi passed off merely as refations of her former husband. The
reporters bought it, all but one droll type who, with considerablc resource-
fulness, made a friend of the cook’s scullery boy and learned from him that
an “American couple” was being sheltered under la Contessa’s roof—no
names, but the boy thought maybe i/ cinema, maybe, they talked molto
molto about the movies—and in no time the wind was up. Accompanted
by his photographer, the reporter camped out in a van in a nearby pine
grove until Dodi called up the local carabinieri and had them dislodged.

Still their identities went undetected, and aftcr a day or two they
relaxed vigilance. They were idling on the villa’s ferrazzo; April was
trimming Frank’s hair. Out in the bay a yacht was lying calm in the water;
Frank rccognized it as the Calliope but paid no attention as his black curls
fell about his chair seat, an antique bronze lion on which she’d perched
him. Too late he saw that the yacht had been slipping closer inshore. He
could make out figures along the rail, and he realized that binoculars were
trained their way; maybe even cameras® The barber and her customer
hightailed 1t inside, but the damage was done: pictures of this intimate
domestic scene appeared in Thursday’s Oggi with suitable comments.

Now the jig was up for sure and they fled in earnest and nocturnally,
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this time in the Contessa’s Karman-Ghia. With Dodi herself chauffeuring
them, they crouched ignominiously on the floor, covered by blankets and
some valises, arriving in Rome during the early hours, before the heavy
traffic had begun its din. At a convenient corner Frank was let out to get
back to his hotel by taxi, while April was driven straight to the Stazione
Termine, where she boarded the rapido for Naples. By lunchtime she was
again with us on the terrace of the Quissisana.

Mcanwhile, when Frank came strolling into his hotel he found a
worried Tenio Gatti in the lobby, He'd been there for nearly two whole
days, waiting to warn him. The word was out all over town, and, worse,
Frances was upstairs. “And, I'ranco, Pm-a sorry to tell you this, but you
must know. She *ave brought un amica. Kes "Edda "Opper.”

Grounds for suicide.

It was true, with Frances had come the GrassHopper, Hedda herself, all
ready to twang her legs and bare her pancaked breast to the world. The
whole thing stank of trouble, the scrious kind that makes headlines and
ruins careers—and lives. Hedda would doubtless sharpen up her pen and
pillory Frank and April the same way she had Ingrid Bergman years
before. Frank would be made the villain of the piece, the philandering
playboy-agent husband, while April would be painted up in shades of
scarlet, the conniving home-wrecker, leaving Frances to continue in her
adopted role as the long-suffering wife, come to extricate her poor blind
spouse from the clutches of this collegiate femme fatale.

As a background for drama, Rome now became a potential setting
for public exposure, denouncement, and shame. How we hated to let
Frank face it alone, but he was determined te protect April however he
could.

The plan was, we would stay on Capri until the coast was clear; theo,
when the Dread Hopper had been disarmed or otherwise knocked out of
comnussion—DFrances, also—we would return to Rome, where we would
be met by Kit Carson, at which point we would then all four reappear
along the Via Veneto, a happy young American quartet returning after
a private holiday. Let Hopper write what she wanted, no one could really
be sure what had happened. We thought it was very clever.

Frank’s call was long in coming, and chough he treated serious mat-
rers with his usual bantering style, I knew he was being made to run the
gantlet. When he glibly reported that he had Hedda eating from the palm
of his hand, I had a good idea what that must have cost. It had cost plenty.
In exchange for the columnist’s solemn agreement not to break the story
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of I'rank’s errant holiday, he had promised not to sec April again. Rather,
he must reestablish himself with Frances as her spouse—in all senses of
that word—and when his current business was finished in Rome, he was
to depart without having made an attempt to get m touch with April by
any means whatsoever.

There was no help for it; Frank had alrcady heavily impressed this
fact on me. He would keep his end of the bargain at all costs, as he knew
Hedda would keep hers. Bitchy though she could be when it came to
handing out public reprimands and scourgings, bigoted and contentious
in her opinions and political beliefs, Hedda had a good side as well as 2
bad; she could be both a good friend and a dangercus enemy, but at least
you pretty much knew where you stood with her. And she had always
had a warm spot for the Swanky Wop.

The hot wind cooled, the whole storm blew over—for the moment,
April’s carcer, along with Frank’s marriage, was saved, and only the
partics involved were privy to what had actually taken place. When the
three of us sneaked into Romw, tails between legs and still scared to hell
that something would leak out, we learned that Frank and Frances had
alrcady departed, bur the lady scribe was still in town. We took rooms at
the Hotel de [a Viite, next door to the Hassler atop the Trinita de Monte.

‘The day after our arrival, Apnl announced that she was going shop-
ping. Not with Jenny, who occasionally accompanied her on such forays,
but with Tonio and his wife, Djiberta, who called promptly at ten and off
they went to the Via Condotti. Jenny was rinsing out some things in the
washbowl and I was sitting out on the balcony when who knocked at our
door bur the GrassHopper herself! She looked like a Helen Hokinson club
lady in her dotted shirtwaist dress, with a giant garden hat tied under her
chin and a large bag of dyed raffia clutched in her hand. Grim as iren, she
marched to the center of the room, where she stood in that bandy-legged
stance so inimitably hers.

“All right, don’t play games with me,” she began, looking around the
room. “Where is she?”

“If you mean Jenny, she's Luxing out her undies, the way Irene
Dunne used to do.”

My attempt at humor fell flar. “Don’t fool around with me, Charlie.
You know who 1 mean.”

I explained that April had gone shopping and wasn't expected back.
“Not till late, anyway,” | added.

“Jenny! Come in here,” Hedda commanded.

Jenny dutifully appeared, drying her hands and facing the music.
“Now, look, you two,” Hedda began, “I'm going to say something to vou



April 199

both and you'd better get it straight because I won't say it again. 1 want
this thing stopped. Got it? No, don't stand there making shecp’s cyes at
me, you know darn well what I'm ralking about. You all think you're
mighty clever, running ail over Italy, playing the Innocents Abroad. Well,
you're abroad all right, but you're not innocent.”

When I tricd to protest this high-handedness, I was warned not to
interfere, and I made no attempt to test her powers of destruction.

“Now, I'm leaving for London this afternoon,” she went on, “and
[ just stopped by to tell your friend that if she dares to see Frankie Adonis
even once, I'll blast her and her career along with her! Understand? You
just tell her she’s to keep away from him—"

Jenny interrupted. “I don’t see how she’s to do that, when he's her
agent.”

“Agents have been known to work out of their offices, or in the
commissary or on the set. I've no quarrel with that. I'm talking late-night
téte-a-tétes and snuggling down at Dodi Ingrist’s. My God, Charlie, you
should know better if these other ninnies don’t.”

“Why should Charlie know better?” demanded Jenny.

“Because he's been around, that's why! And if you haven't gor the
sense God gave a chicken, someone should. Frank’s gone to London.
With Frances. They've made it up; they did it in front of me, so 1 know.
But you can tell little Miss Betty Coed that if I hear of any more cute
pranks on her part, I'll hand MGM an earful that'll get Frank barred from
the lot for the rest of his natural-born days. Get it? Good!”

There was more in this vein, and then, just as Hedda snatched up her
bag and rurned to go, the door opened and Tonio and Diiberra Garti
appeared on the threshold with April between them.

“Were your ears burning, dear?” Hedda called out sweetly as they
trooped in. Tonio’s helpless expression said nothing yet spoke volumes,
while April seemed dazed as she stared at her persecutor. Hedda walked
to the door, pave it a good slam, then marched back to April and began
another harangue of the sort we'd just been treated to, shaking her finger
under the speechless girl's nosc.

“Don’t do that,” April said, drawing back nervously.

“Never mind, my girl, you just sit down smartly and listen to what
['ve got to say.” She pushed April into a chair and stood over her, then
repeated the threats she had just made te me and Jenny.,

“You'll be washed up, April Rains, by the time I'm finished with you!
You'll never work another day in front of the camera—do you hear me?”

Hedda’s racka-racka had April staring glassy-eyed, an agonized cx-
pression freezing her face while tears streamed down her cheeks.
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“Can’t you sec you're frightening ber?”” Djiberta said, unafraid to
stand up to Hedda.

Tonio spoke up. “Yes, please, Mees’ees "Opper, be gentle, be nice—
thees-a young lady, she don’t feel so good.”

“She’ll feel a lot worse by the time I'm finished. What's wrong with
her®"”

“I think she ate something bad, she’s-a need lie down.”

“Food poisoning? Well, don’t just stand there, someone call a doc-
tor!”

“No!” April leaped from her chair and stood tottering as if she would
fall. Jenny moved to her and put an arm around her waist. “I'm not sick!”
April declared. “I just want to lie down.”

Crusty Hedda jerked her chin at her. “Then do it. But [ warn you,
my girl, and this is my last word. If you get up to any more of these tricks
with a certamn married guy, I'll have your scalp nailed up at Ciro’s, 1
promise! Ask Ingrid, she knows.”

April took a gulp of air and her eyes blazed. “Oh, shut up! Can’t you
just be quiet? What busincss is it of yours, anyway? You're nothing but
a miserable gossip-monger, all you want to do is hurt people. It’s none of
your business, or anvone’s! I love him! Don't you understand? I love him
—he loves me—we want to be together, we bave to be together!”

“You do, do you? You've apparently forgotten that the gentleman
just bappens to have a wife, a hotme, marital responsibility.”

“But he dacsa't love her!”

“So he tells you, but [ know better. It’s been a sound marriage, no
matter what anyone says. If you'd only stay away from him!”

“Wait a minute, Hedda,” 1 said, stepping between her and April.
“Give her a break; she’s not alone in this. Besides, can’t you see she's
upset?”’

*She’ll be a darn sight more upsct when I'm done. Face it, you're in
hot water, my girl.”

Hedda's censorious finger came into play once more, but instcad of
quicting April, it galvanized her; she leaned forward and her tecth
clamped down.

“She’s biting me!” Hedda cried and tried to rescue her finger, but
those teeth held fast. “Stop—you're hurting!”

Again I was forced to intervene, this time physically. April's eyes
rolled with hysteria, she was making strange, guttural sounds in her
throat, and her head was turned at an odd angle, trying to keep her hold
on Hedda's finger. But before [ could effect a release, Hedda’s ocher hand
flashed out, striking April's check. April released her hold, and sank to the
floor like a felled ox.
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“Dip wmio, be careful, i bambine!” | heard Tonio exclaim. The fateful
words sprang out unchecked; then we heard him draw breath through his
tecth and saw him dart a fiercely apologetic look in my direction, “3adre
di Die, 'm-a so sorry—"

Without pause I scooped April up and, followed by Jenny, 1 rushed
her into the bedroom and laid her on the bed. Leaving Jenny in atten-
dance, | hurried back into the other room, where Hedda was nursing 2
sore finger and ferociously interrogating the crestfaiien Tonio.

As he tried once again to apologize, [ told him to forget it and turned
to Hedda. *“Well, there’s a cat out of the bag for you,” [ said. “What are
you going to do?”

It was Hedda's moment of triumph, the moment she’d come to Rome
for. “I'll tell you what I'm going to do, Charlic-boy. Your old Aunt Elda’s
going to spread this tidbit across the front page of every one of my
newspapers, that’s what I'm going to do!” She crossed thin arms over her
withered bosom and dared me to contradict her. [ hung dog.

Her threat was appalling, the thought of April's ruin brought about
in Hopper's ninety-cight newspapers.

“You can't!”

“You're darn tootin’ I can. Unless . . .

“Unless what? What do you want?”

“The truth! [ want the whole story from April herself! Start to finish.
The works, Then 1 want her to promisc to leave Frank Adonis alone.
When I've got that promise, it'll remain our hittle sceret. Just between us.”

I tended to doubt she would go so far as to expose Frank and humili-
ate Frances this way, but even so [ decided to play along with her. “You
mean you won't print it?”

*“Not if she does what I ask.”

Again it was a question of ethics—IHedda’s. And we had no choice,
We had to belicve her or see the career of April Rains disappear down the
tubes. Hedda plunked herself down and ordered tea while I explained the
situation to Jenny and April in the bedroom. April washed her face, put
on lipstick, and came out to beard the lioness in her parlor.

“What do you want?” she asked dully.

“You know what I want, and you'd better give it to me. Once | have
it you can forget all abour it—I won’t write a word. Not unless this gets
to Lolly and she prints it. After that it'll be no holds barred. Now, sit down
and have some tea, you'll feel better. Surely vou're not going to go
through with it—this baby?”

“Yes.”

Iedda was aghast. *“But how can you? It won’t have a father!

“Frank is its father, The baby will be Frank Junior.”

"

L3
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“I think Mrs. Adano may have something to say about that.”

“No she won’t. She’s going to divorce him.”

“You're either out of your mind or the most foolish creature I've ever
scen. For your information, yesterday, before they Ieft, the Adanos, man
and wife, had an audience with His Holiness. A private audience, mind,
in which their marital differences were discussed and ironed out. froned,
my decar—and it was the Pope who did the pressing. When you sec
tomorrow’s paper yon'll get the whole picture, and in the meantime I'd
advise you to collect yourself. I'm told you have two weeks left on this
Trojan opus. If I were you, I'd get them polished off and then skedaddle
for Sunny Cal. The Adanos are at present in London, staying at the Savoy,
and if I hear one word about you crossing the English Channel to get to
Frank, I'll do worse than nail your scalp up at Ciro’s, I'll skin you in print
so you won't ever be able to go home. Do you get the picture?”

Dry-cyed but white-faced, April nodded acquiescence; bue I for one
didn’t believe her,

“Good. Now that we understand things, dear,” Hedda said
smoothly, “I can tell you, the talk is that you're coming over very well
in the picture. In fact | heard in the bar last night that Agyar wants you
for a film. Take my advice, dear, be a star, not a husband stealer; there’s
more in it for you. And when we get home, I'll call you and you’ll come
over 1o Tropical Drive and we’ll have lunch and langh about the narrow
squeak we had in Rome.”

Sce? That was Hedda, a wire-wheeled bitch one instant and your
sainted Aunt Elda the next, Racka-racka . . .

Photographs of the papal audience at Castel Gondolfo duly appeared
in the Rome press. We were shocked to see Frank in his best bib and
tucker, side by side with the black-clad Frances wearing an embroidered
Spanish veil and looking stern and gaunt. Teo gaunt by far, and I called
up Hedda to ask abour ir.

“For me to know, you to find out, Skeezix,” she said, and flew oft
on her broom.

And that was the end of that; except it wasn't, of course. Not even
close to the end, But it was at this point that it struck me bard—]Jen and
I often talked about it—that, whatever voyage April may have thought
she’d embarked on, it was a trip to nowhere. A secretary in Sioux City
may fall in love with her married boss and get her nose nicked a bit, but
for a growing luminary in the Hollywood firmament to put all her eggs
in the basket of one of the town’s best-known citizens, one with a spousc
determined to have and to hold him, well, this was plain folly. Jenny
sometimes took it upon herself to talk to April about it, and it was just at
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this point that there seemed to surface the first cracks in the plate, augur-
ing broken pieces to come. Just now April was nearly as much a curiosity
as a “star”; people were interested in her not merely in the way they might
be interested in an Esther Williams or a Doris Day; they were interested
because of her direct refation to one person: Frank Adonis. If she’d chosen
to break things off at this juncture, she and Frank going their own ways,
she might have continued indefinitely, ateaining the stardom he’d wanred
for her. But there was to be no finding out because they didn’t part, cven
though she was recling badly from the pressures of stardom, the bear-trap
jaws of fame, the required decorum in such touchy situations; nor had the
fact that Hopper had sided so violently against her helped matters. It was
2 No-win situation.

I telephoned Frank in London to check out his current state of mind.
He was Happy Frank again; you'd never know he had a problem in the
world. “Look after baby, will you,” he said before hanging up. No prob-
lem, I told him. Besides, Kit Carson was back on the scene, and I knew
Bud would perform yeoman service in the cheering-up department.

It doesn’t take much imagination to appreciate April's fragile state of
mind when The Trojan {forse wrapped and she arrived in Paris. Her agent
and lover being one and the same individual, she could hardly look to htm
for aid or comfort in her extremity; in fact, Hedda had been exact and
explicit in the matter: no congress of any sort whatever was to pass
between them. Yet one of the first things April did upen arriving was to
go into Charvet and buy a pair of cuft links, the famous Charvet silk knot,
but in 24-carat gold, and 2 polka-dotted silk bowtie, requesting they be sent
to Frank at his London hotel in time for his birthday. The tie cost only
thirty-five dollars; the cuff links were expensive. It was the sorr of impul-
sive gesture she loved making, but in the circumstances it was imprudent.

The fact that with April’s arrival in the City of Light she was sepa-
rated from her lover by no more than the width of the Fnglish Channel
meant only that it was that much harder for her to be away from him. So
near and yet so far. Given the opportunity, she would have camped out
at Calais with a spyglass, pondering invasion of what was left of the British
Empire, longing to cross the water and once agam find herself wrapped
in those arms she loved. As luck would bave 1, though, she was not
obliged to bridge the gulf, for before roo long Frank appeared at her sidc,
for what he believed to be one final scene.

But before that there were other arrivals. First arrived Kit Carson,
also liberated from 7he Trojan Horse, April was elated by Bud’'s appear-
ance; she got him a room at her hotel and together they set out to see the
sights, Flushed with the success of his latest venture and with molro live
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burning a hole in his pocket, Bud proposed marriage twice, once on the
Eiffel Tower, once in a batean mouche. He'd even bought her a ring from
Buccellati. She declined both times and refused the ring.

This was pretty well the set-up when Frank turned up. Jenny and
[ had been with him in I.ondon and getting lots of attitude from Frances,
who regarded us two as traitors to her cause and was icy to freezing,
depending on the time of day. There were problems everywhere, and
Frank had trumped up this business about having to go check things out
at the Trocadéro for Babe Austrian’s opening, still months away. And so
he did the forbidden thing and crossed the Channel, while we stayed on
in London and awaited reports from the front.

He arrived on a Friday, and after funching at the Tour d’Argent with
a party of business acquaintances, he had his hired chauffeur drive him to
an address on the Ile St.-Louis, to an apartment belonging to T'onio Gatti.
It was here that Frank and April kept their last rendezvous. The apartment
was costly and expensively furnished in French and Iralian antiques, and
had an impressive view of the city from the tenth floor. Many well-known
people, including scveral international Alm stars as well as an English
duchess, occupied the premises. Frank and April found their rendezvous
a bittersweet one, but cach rcgarded it as necessary; the threat of Hedda
notwithstanding, there were important matters to be discussed. They
talked for several hours, each entertaining the foolish notion that all they
were doing was “straightening out a few things,” and that they weren’t
there to make love at all.

They conversed quietly on the terrace untl sundown, when the
Parisian evening drew on in all its soft violet splendor, painting the old
buiidings that remarkable shade that lends its name to “7heure blew,” the
blue hour of cocktail time and romance 4 la Parisienne. Under the circum-
stances, the hour was well named. It was romantic; certainly 1t was blue;
it would get bluer.

Frank never said much afterward about this particular evening, but
I know it was an anguishing episode for him. It was fenny who heard all
about it from April, later, when we three were in Yugoslavia together. She
and Frank had talked at length undil, as the cvening chill came on, they
moved inside, where they had a fire, sweet reminder of Malibu nights.
There was a polar-bear rug in front of the hearth, and when they found
they couldn’t deny themselves any longer, they took off their clothes and
made love.

It was a scenc of much passion and infinite tenderness, played as if
each knew that it was to be the last time they would be rogether like this.
Painfui, aching, hindered by their mutual feclings of unfulfillment, they
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lay together on the white bearskin, while the firelight danced on their
faces. In that stranger’s room, unfamiliar to both of them but serving
admirably their present purpese, high above the crooked streets of the
ancient sland in the Seme and the traditional sounds of taxis crossing the
Pont Marie, they yearned in each other’s arms. It atways surprised her
how, large as he was, he never hurt her, he was so gentle, and even in their
climb up the mountain he was ncver hurting, and when they feit off the
mountain together and went floating cut over purple Paris, it was ecstasy
of the highest order. Could Bud give her this? Could any other man?

There was only this moment, this bit of time stolen from the outside
world and those whe made it painful for them, and they wanted to make
the night something always to be remembered and cherished. If they were
to part—and it seemed they were; no matter what had been said, cach
knew perfectly well that in the end Frances would prevail—they would
strive to make it a memorable parting. Locked in embrace, they whispered
the ancient litanies of passton, devotion, and love everlasting, knowing
that before the night was out they would nc longer be one, but two, two
who through no fanlt of theirs would then be forced apart. However
tightly they might cling together in the Paris night, sipping French cham-
pagne and breathing French air, in their hearts they knew they were
bound to lose.

When at Iast their bodies parted, Frank poured them more cham-
pagne and they sat gazing out the window onto the Paris rooftops. A scenc
from La Bobéme, only he was no starving tenor, he had all the money in
the world; his walls were hung with Manet and Monet, Braque and
Utrillo; 2 Rodin bronze crouched in the garden and guests rid their ashes
in the Baccarat. He had sixteen whecls on four foreign cars plus spares and
would never have to worry about his ¢ld age; everything he desired except
the one thing he desired most in the world. A bitter pili, and he choked
on it. He thought of that {ong list of women he had couched, women to
whom he’d becn friend or lover or both, but never lover like this, ne, not
ltke this.

The champagne was dry and tangy on his palate and he’d had suffi-
cient to fecl the least bit pissed, just a little smashed, and he held her more
tightly. They were in robes now and she sat on his lap in the chair by the
window—the way she’d refused to sit on San's lap, “talking movie star-
dom.” She was trembling and she wound her 2rms more tightly about his
neck. “What is it?” he whispered, iifting hcr hair away from her ear.

She’d begun to weep, something she rarely did. “T'm afraid,” she said,
shivering.

“No, no, you don’t want to say that. You're not afraid, because there's
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nothing to be afraid of. This isn’t the end for us, we're going to go on
secing each other, you know that.”

“Do I

“Sure you do. It’s going to work out. You'll see. She can’t hold out
forever. I know her. She’s acting this way because it’s part of her nature.
She doesn’t want me, but right now she doesn’t want anyone else to have
me, either.”

“She must hate me.”

“It doesn’t matter. She’d hate anyone who—lock, she isn't going to
stick around over here much longer. She’s itching to get home, I can tell.
She doesn’t like to be away from the house for this long—you know how
she is abourt that goddamn house. And after she goes, you can come to
London, or I'll be coming here with Babe. And anyway, there’s your new
part. Pm going to fix up that deal with Agyar.”

That was Frank, always “fixing deals,” with Agyar or someone clse.
His gold ring flashed in the candlelight, the ring Frances had given him
at the altar, and on another finger another ring, another gift from her,
rings to which she'd attached heavy chains. Murder was in his heart that
night in Paris.

Then it was time to go. They’d already lingered on the Ile St.-Louis
long past the hour when he should have been at his hotel: IFrances would
be calling. Then, as only bad luck would have it, they were noticed
coming out of the elevator: friends he couldn’t slough off. Foolishness to
have left rogether, but he couldn’t bear leaving her and wanted to drive
her back to her hotel.

That unfortunate encounter didn’t get into the papers until after
April’s trouble began, and by then it hardly mattered. Bur what happencd
next was far worse. By a piece of ill luck, before going back to L.ondon
Frank had spoken with the notorious llya Agyar, the Hungarian producer
who had arrived in Paris to set up a co-preduction deal with a French-
Italian company. He'd heard all about this movic-actress friend of Frank’s,
and he was showing a panting enthusiasm. Thinking this might be the
best answer to her current problems, Frank asked Agyar to invite her
to his office for an interview, with an cye to giving her the lead i his
production.

What occurred made headlines, further adding to the shabby legend
of liya Agyar, but doing nothing at all for April’s already tattered reputa-
tion. Ile invited ber to take tea with him at the Ritz, and afterward the
innocent April unwisely accepted his mvitation to dinner at his apart-
ment, where, presumably, Madame Agyar was to be on hand. April ar-
rived suitably dressed {she thought} for such an occasion, hoping that she
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would Ieave with what she had come for, the plum part 1n a big movie.
The ensuing scene proved the most banal in the world, the cliché of
clichés. She and Agyer sat in the best room, champagne and a sturgeon
pité were offered, and the talk centered on the persen of Frank Adonis,
thus providing April with 2 lively and interesting raconteur as well as 2
sympathetic shoulder to cry on. But as time passed, 1t became more and
more evident that there was no Madame Agyar poised to make her cn-
trance {Ilya had this wife, an ex—opera diva, bur one seldom if cver saw
her anymore).

What next took place became a matter of major conjecture. April’s
apprehenston turned to fear as Agyar made his pass, gross as his own gross
character; her screains were sufficiently loud to bring other tenants to the
apartment, plus the concierge, pounding on the Third Empire doors,
threatening the Hungarian with the constabulary, but when the door was
opened and his guest escaped with her virtue intact and a torn dress, such
was her peculiar behavior that the gendarmes were indeed summoned.

There emerged a tale difficult to judge for truth, for while the guest
claimed she had been foreibly attacked, the host confided to the police that
the young mademoiselic was a bit off her head and ought to be placed
under observation. She—be claimed-—had forced her way into his apart-
ment in the hope of gaining the lead role in 2 production of his {he made
sure to mention its name several times over), and, having been told by him
that she wasn’t right for the part, she had begun to tear off her clothes and
had attcmpted to lure him by exposing various parts of her anatomy, along
with making suggestions that they investigate the bed, a generous offer,
bien siiv, but one which Monsieur had declined, since everyone in the
world knew that he was the happiest of married men, also bien sir.

This horrible business was bound to have its effect on April. Not only
did the story find its way into the Paris papers, but it made its way in turn
to Rome, to Lendon, and certainly to Hollyweod, where both Hedda and
Louella pounced on it. Frank was still in London, and beeause he was
engaged in the tricky business of presenting Babe Austrian to the British
upper crust, there wasn’t much he could do other than see that April had
the necessary attention. Since it was attention not to her physical state but
to her frayed mental condition that was needed, it fell to one Dr. Rand
to sce to her welfarc. And since Dr. Rand, an eminent specialist in mental
disorders, ran a fashionable clinic in the hanlieues of Paris, at Passy, it was
there that April was put to bed under the care of round-the-clock nurscs,
the doctor being instructed te report daily to Frank in London.

At Passy, in comfortable quarters overlooking a private garden, April
Rains, née Anna Thorwald of Westwood Village in Los Angeles, sat
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reading old Reader’s Digest’s in their original English, interesting hersclf
in the How to Improve Your Vocabulary and The Most Intercsting
Character T liver Met departments.

Meanwhile, Bud took up residence at a country inn some two kilome-
ters away from the Rand Clinique de Trés Bonne Santé, as the place was
designated. Every day he would ride a rented bicycle there, and spend
hours hoping to be allowed to visit with her. Meanwhile, he sat among
the birch trunks studying French from a paperback Hugo’s grammar he'd
picked up at the Gare du Nord. He learned reflexive verbs and the list of
sixteen adjectives that preceded the noun, while the leaves fell faster
around his little chair. His French improved; April did not.

It was a real dyed-in-the-wool mess; you couldn’t have found a worse one.
Jenny and 1 bled for her, for him, for both of them. By then Babe had
closed at the Café de Paris in London and crossed the Channel. We came,
too, Frank’s guests, The Adanos took a suite at the Crillon, Jen and [
staved with friends, and Frank got us a car and driver; we drove out to
Passy and tried to reassure April, Bud too, and carried somewhat edited
versions of her present state back to I'rank.

She was determined he wasn’t to know about the baby, and of course
we bowed to her wishes; we would have agreed to anything short of
murder to bring her some measure of peace. Anyway, the doctor recom-
mended that she be indulged, and it wasn’t difficult to do so, we felt so
damned sorry for her. Anyone would have. They were keeping her well
iced, ke a Friday mackerel.

By now Frank was no longer in Paris, for Babe Austrian had suffered
her fall and was recuperating at a Swiss clinic where Irank had gonc to
shore her up. Finally he was able to come. “Have T done this?”" he asked
himself when he saw her. “Is this what our fove has brought her to?” On
a scale of ten, Passy was about a two; worse was to come. For now they
chose to enact, each of them, a role; “1'm all right, you're all right, we're
all right.” This thing here, this business of Passy, was merely a little hitch,
arest, if you liked, a chance to catch the breath. The Summer of the Purple
Grape had got a bit cut of hand, but now all was calm again, or soon would
be. The doctor said she was coming along just fine, she could go home
any time; what they both needed was to get back to Sunny Cal, and pick
up the thread of things at home. They played the old saws: Frances was
bound to come round, later if not sooner, Frank was sure of it. Next year
—surely by next year—everything would be straightened out. Hie’d have
his freedom, they’d announce their wedding plans, they’d even go back
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to ltaly, to Civitavecchia; Dodi Ingrisi would give them a wedding—a
wedding of weddings!

But she didn’t want to hear it, none of it. And she said she didn’t want
to go home, though not wky she didn’t want to go home. It was the baby
again, If she was going to have it, it must be here in Europe, some
out-of-the-way place, no prying cycs. The doctor would see to it; she’d
already talked to himn.

Frank didn’t understand. How could he? It was eating at him, cvery-
thing, tearing him apart. Big strong Frankie wasn't feeling so big and
strong these days. She began to weep; he pur his arms around her and held
her. Crushed her against his chest, saying over and over, “Love me love
me love me,” with that desperation in his voice he couldn’t overcome.

Later they walked in the little park with the white birches, the gravel
crunching underfoot, watking not like lovers now, but more like father/
daughter—should she drop out of Bennington in her sixth semester to go
live on the Left Bank and paint landscapes of Notre Dame?—or brother/
sister—Look, Mother needs this operation; how are you fixed for cash?
They formed a melancholy picture in their dark clothes, seated knees
together on the little iron chairs—he'd spread his handkerchief for her—
among the peeling trunks of white birch and their gold leaves that fell
around them like money, cight kilometers south of Paris, where you got
squab for dinner even if you were mentally disturbed.

‘They still talked of love, but such a different kind of love from that
of the Summer of the Purple Grape. Now love was heartbreak and an-
guish, but not—not yct—regret. Regret was to come, in the Winter of the
Discontent. Now was the Autumn of the Gold, and what they learned
together in their explorations of their present situation was that Passy was
a dead cnd.

The truth was, as he later confessed to me, Frank was fecling the
worst fear of his ife, the deepest terror. This was when he related to me
the agony of indecision and despair he was in, though he fought to kecp
her from seeing the widening chinks in his armor. The thought that he’d
hurt her, the last person in the world he would ever hurt, made him
tremble with self-loathing and fury.

What have { done, what have | done? Over and over, mea culpa, mea
culpa. And its corollary, What shall I do now? Their talk was awkward
and fumbling, they were the halt and the blind, groping amid the white
birches, lending helping hands that were little help.

Another parting tore at them; the pain was excruciating—she mask-
ing it with a mustered dignity and no more tears, for she knew how it
upset him, her crying, he making rash promises. In the end he left, back
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to Paris on a wet road, 2 near-accident as his Peugeot skidded onto the
narrow, leaf-strewn shoulder, and the violet-blue air scemed haunted in
a world of stcamy damp and fog and leafless trecs. He thought of the white
unicorns that came down to the sea at Malibu, “neighing far off on the
haunted air. . . ."

For Frank it was Chicken Little time, the sky was definitely falling. He
had to get back to his office in Los Angeles, it couldn’t be avoided.
Meanwhile, help was on the way: Donna Cuarry was cormng. Jenny and
I stayed as closc to April as we could until my picture got its shooting date
and I was off for the steppes of Yugoslavia. April seemed in reasonably
stable condition and Dr. Rand had high hopes of a complete recovery if
she would just steer clear of Frank, who was now being labeled in het
medical reports a “deleterious influence.” And since by now he was some
seven thousand miles away, the horizon secemed clear.

Then, surprisc: at the beginning of the month who should turn up
at Zagreb but April and her mother, and 1 could tell that Donna was
deeply worried about April. Shocked to find out her daughter had been
in the clinic, she let me know how disappointed she was in me for not
having said anything.

“I guess we should have told you,” I apologized, “but April made me
absolutely promise we wouldn't. She didn't want you to know.”

“Oh, Charlie—Charlie,” she said in such a sad way my hearr went
out to her, “*how have things come to this? And is it going to happen
again?”’

Downplaying things as best I could, ] repeated what Rand had said
—April would be all right if she stayed away from Frank.

Donna rejected it all. “Does anyone actually think she'll keep away
from Frank? It's a mess, and, much as I hate to say it—well, let’s just say
I don’t think it can end happily for cither of them. Charlie, [ wish they’d
never met. I wish he’d never put her i pictures.”

She paused while the waiter brought tea. When he lefe, Donna
resurned. “I went to that pretty church on the square, the one with all the
flowers in front, and I prayed. Do you know what I prayed? That they
can part without wounds, that they can jnst quietly get it over with now
and go their scparatc ways. s that too much to ask? [ don’t want to see
her hurt anymore.”

“What about the baby?” I asked.

She shrugged helplessly. “She insists she’s going to go ahead and
have it.”
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“She mustn’t. It]l ruin her. Hedda—"

[t wasn't to be thought of. When April reappeared, Donna discreetly
withdrew, leaving me to talk turkey with her daughter. Yet, though I
spoke as persuasively as I knew how, I could tell T wasn’t getting any-
where.

“IHedda doesn't scare me, and Frank wants a child. Frances can’t gve
him one. 1 can. I'm going to. | don't care what happens, 'm going to do
it. For him. A son and heir.”

Greater love hath no woman than that she should give up a blooming
movie career for her lover whom she can never have, but to whom she
can present an illegitimate son. But what was to happen to the kid? This
wasn’t the eighties, when women could have out-of-wedlock children and
so what? This was still the early sixtics, when such things were mightily
frowned upon.

I'was forced ro tell Donna I'd struck out. And soon we bepan secing
another, less serene April. The sweetness seemed to evaporate; she became
nettlesome and crabby. | began feeling nervous around her. Jenny said it
was because of the baby; | didn't think so. One day she cut her hair off
at a whack, dyed it brown, gave up makeup, began wearing weird clothes,
talking to herself. It was scrambled-eggs time again. In truth, there are
certain people you meet up with who have an aura of doom. It has nothing
to do with a dark or perverse nature, nuthing malign, but you sense that
they’re just not going to make it, that sooner or later things are going to
go sour and there’s a bad end waiting for them, Tt was beginning to scem
that that’s how it was with April.

We loved her, we cared abour her, we feared for her. She was falling
apart before our eyes and we couldn't help her. | called Dr. Rand onee,
twice, three times, burning up the wires to Paris until he hung up on me,
then wouldn't take my calls. April kept saying that things were closing
in on her, and ! assumed it was because of the Frank situation. But it was
so much more. Because for someone in her position, cverything was
doubled, trebled, quadrupled. By now she was living in thae rarefied
atmosphere of the star, she was cven getring a star complex, but at the same
time detesting all the circumstances that made this possible. “It’s stran-
ghng me,” I remember her once saying. “I can’t breathe. I can’t catch my
breath. I hate it. Oh, Charhe—I really hate it!”

She did, too; she hated it but was trapped by it—just onc more
specimen in the Hollywood zoo, the Metro menagerie. Ava Gardner was
living in Rome at the time and she and April had met, become friendly.
Ava was a gir]l who'd sorted things out for herself, however painfully, and
she had good advice for the younger girl—Ger out, baby—but April was
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oddly passive even as shc was being swept up into the maelstrom, round
and round and round, then sucked down and down, out of sight, to the
place where the only written word is finss.

Time passed. Lots of time. We even lost track of her, and though we
waited for cocktail-party scepage concerning the scheduled birth, none
was forthcoming. By now Jen and I were having a few problems of our
own, domestic variety, and after the picture wrapped she decided to stay
on in London for a while, and [ returned home alone over the Pole, When
I got to Hollywood, the rumor factory was grinding out talk pertaining
to Frances: it was being bruited that she was in 2 hospital “for observa-
ton.” The word was first made public in Lenny Lyons’s column, then it
came out i Hedda, who until now had been insisting that Frances had
entered St. John's [Hospital in Santa Monica for an “cxploratory opera-
tion,” and Frank confirmed it all when I saw him.

Frank was often distracted, stumbling for the first time in his life that
I knew of, and trying desperatcly to put together a new deal under his
Adonis Productions banner. Having spent prodigally to buy the rights to
a current Broadway stage hit, starring a prominent actress, he vowed to
have the success of his career (incidentally, carmarking the role of the
daughter as April’s).

“What can Frankie Adonis be thinking of?” carped Hedda in her
morning pillar. “Going around town telling 21l his friends that none other
than April Rains will play Cassandra in his new movic. A fatal move if
ever | heard one. Between you and me and the gatepost, April is rumored
not much up to playing much of anything, since she is presently horse de
combat [sic] in 2 Connecticut rest home.” Racka-racka.

Hedda was right about one thing: April was definitely a patient at the
Hartford Retreat, a mental hospital where various notables from sundry
branches of show business have gone at one time or other; the place was
on a par with Menninger’s. Judy Garland had been in and out several
times during her periods of depression, other celebrities as well.

On my next trip cast | hired a car and drove up to Flartford to see
my family, then went to visit April. It proved to be the unhappiest visit
of all. “Hello, Charlie,” she said as I came into her bungalow.

“Hello yourself. How're you doing:”

“All right, I guess. They don’t complain about me. I may be getting
out of here soon. Maybe.”

“Good news, baby.” I kissed her. She didn't look so hot. “Not off
your feed, are your”



April 213

“A little.” She pulled a droll face. “How's Jenny?”

It was my turn to make a face. I expiained that Jenny was still in
I.ondon and for the time being we'd agreed to disagree. I said I'd been
in touch with Donna, but just now April seemed more intercsted in my
vicissitudes than in my correspondence with her mother. I dealt with my
boring story briefly, then mancuvered the conversation around to her
again. “Well, beauty, how’s it going® And remember, this 1s your old pal
Chazz. Don't try to kid me.”

“I guess you know—1 lost the son and heir, woe is me.”” Woe is her
was right. When I touched her hand, it started to tremble and her face
began working; I slipped quickly to her side and put my arms tight around
her.

“Don’t, hey, don't, please.” 1 might have said, “Hey, it won't help,”
but maybe it would have; whose arms had she cried in lately? Who was
there for her to turn to except guys with Easter Island faces and shrink
degrees from Vienna? She had every right te shed tears. What worse
calamity for a woman than to lose the baby of her body? April was a
staunch and stalwart girl; but I knew that she’d suffered profoundly the
loss of this child—Frank’s child, which she’d endured so much to bring
into the world, only to find out eleven days later that the baby had died
in its crib, what the doctors call 8.1.D.—Sudden Infant Death—fine one
minute, not breathing the next. It had been a bitter, bitter blow, one she
never fully recovered from. Her guilt had been overwhelming. Did people
think she’d suffocated it on purpose? Did Frank think she'd been negli-
gent? Had she been? Lots of nutty ideas like that.

In time her body healed, but her mind was something else again; that
was unstitched, too, and soon began to unravel.

“Sorry, honey, I'm so sorry. I know how much you wanted it.” She
had me weeping against her cheek; this scene really undid me. [ mean,
what do you say? Frank’s kd.

“He wanted it so much,” she said, pulling some Kleenex from a box
on the table, some for her, some for me. We blotted up each other's faces.
“I guess it just wasn't in the cards.” She sniffed and balled her tissue, then
backboarded it into the wastebasket. “Bad genes, maybe. I read this article
that says everything’s in the genes. I wanted him to be 2 present to Frank.
FHe wanted it so much. Damn. I screwed up his kid. And now there won’t
be any more, doctor says.”

[ told her she wasn't the first one all this had happened to. “It’s how
things happen sometimes.” In my hecart [ pitied her, a thing I knew she'd
hate me for, and I masked it as best [ could, saying that since it was such
a lovely day outside, why not enjoy 1it?
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Outside, nature scemed to spread itself gencrously on all sides as if
purely for our benefit—green, green everywhere, with patches of flowers
and attractive glimpses of water. I could sce that she was receiving good
treatment, and what was better, she seemed to be responding. But she was
having problems, lots of problems. By now it was pretty clear to her that
the movie carcer was in jeopardy, but she didn’t care abour that. Surpris-
ingly, she also failed to show much interest in ever getting 1t together with
Frank again. It was a case of 2 bit too much water over the dam, I thought,
too much blood under the bridge.

“Frank . . .” I began, then stopped, wondering how to go on with
what [ had to tell her.

She smiled. “Yes? Frank what?” She spoke quickly, as if to dispensc
with the matter in a busmessitke fashion. “What about him?”

“I talked to him the other day. I told him—in fact T promised him
I'd come and see you.”

“How is Frank?” shc asked. I didn’t like the way that question
sounded; flat, impersonal, uncaring.

Fine, I replied, Frank was fine.

“He always 15, isn’t he?” I glanced quickly at her, searching for
something behind the words, but I could tell from her blank expression
there was nothing hidden intended; it was only a commonplace. “What’s
he up to these days?”

These last words answered my unspoken question; she hadn’t heard
from him, was probably ignorant of the recent changes in his fife, I
mentioned one or two matters involying him that I thought might arouse
her interest, but she showed litcle. Then [ said, “P'm supposed to tell you
—he wants you to know: Frances is in the hospital,”

April was genuinely upset. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

“I'm afraid so.”

“Oh.” She lowered her lids as though to obscure her thought. “Poor,
poor Frank. As if he didn't have enough problems. What is it? Not
cancer?” I nodded. “Can they do anvthing?”

I shook my head. “It seems to be that old question of time.”

“Oh.”

[ paused fractionally, then: “April?”

“Yese”

“Do you understand what that means? If Frances dics, T mcan?”

“Oh God.” She shut her eyes again and sat down abruptly on a
bench, as if her knees had given out all ar once. “Don’t say it. Please,
Charlie, T don’t want to hear it.”

“Hear what?"”
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“What you're getting up the nerve to sav. Whatever you’ve come
here to tell me. If it’s about Frank—1I don't want to hear it.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do. Charlic—this is it. I'm not going to see him anymore. I'm sorry
his wife’s dying, but 1 don’t want to sce him. I'm cutting off. 'm getting
out. Before—before—"

“Before vou hurt him more, you mean.”

“No! Before 1 go—pg-go down the tubes.”

“You're not going down the tubes—don’t say that.”

“I am, I am, I feel it, every day it gets worse. They can’t really help
me here, I tell you it’s not going to work!”

“What makes you think that?”

Her sad smile as she shook her head; I'll never forget it. She was
turning in her number; they'd retire it, of course, but the game was over,
And what then?

“April, honey, listen to me, you're upset. The baby, Frank—don't—
don’t tell him this, net now—not yet.”

“No, Charlic. T want you to tell him. I want you to go to him and
tell him I've stopped loving him, that no matter what happens T can't
marry him, that he can’t marry me. It isn’t possible anymore. It's too late.
The boat sailed. The good ship Lollipop.” She gave a hopeless shrug, then
laughed. “It's like Rebecea, isn’t it? The first wife, reaching back from the
grave to twist the lives of those who come after; the second wife, who's
so mousy she doesn’t even have a name—except Rebecca had a happy
ending, didn'v it? [ don’t think there’s a happy ending for me and Frank.”
She shook her head sadly, “No, [ don’t think so. .. .7

She trailed off into some vague distance. [ had to say something, just
to break the silence. “He’d come and see you if you'd let him. Let him,
honey, please let him.”

“No, I don't think so. Paris was—well, Paris, but I don't want to see
him anymore. Besides, it's bound to get into the papers—Hedda would
have a field day. So let’s skip it, hm?” Her voice was hollow and she spoke
with utter finality. “Do you need any more cxplanation?” she added.

No, [ said, not really; she didn’t owe anyonc any explanations. Ex-
cept maybe Frank.

“You'll do that for me, won’t you, pleasc? Put it the best way you
know how, tell him—" She broke off, got up, walked m a circle with her
hands over her face. After a little while she took them away and T saw her
defeated look. She tried to brighten it 2 bit, saying, “I'm really sorry about
Frances, though. It's an awful thing, cancer, I dread the thought.”

I, too, was dreading the thought—the thought that, for no reason I
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could comprehend, she was turning thumbs down on any possible future
with Frank. Worse, | had this feeling about her—this really bad feeling.
Screws were being loosened, the back door was coming off its hinges.

When [ asked about her future plans, she grew cloudy, the light
dimmed. “Will you be coming back to Hollywood?” I asked. “I saw in
Variety how they're holding the Wilder picture open for vou.”

“It’s a lovely part, but T don’t think—I'm sure I won’t be doing it.
I don’t think I'd be up to it.”

“Well, Frank mentioned he was looking for something for you, his
own production, good part . . . lotsa bucks?”

She shook her head. “Frank’s just being frivolous again. I don’t think
—well, T just think he'd be unwise. Anyway, 1 couldn’t make another
picture, [ can’t act anymore. I'd be too afraid.”

T hated it alf, bur [ had to take 1t as the gospel according to April. She
volunteered the information that her mother was coming to stay with her,
and I thought that was a good idea. Certainly somcone should be with her;
the doctor said she was disinclined to make friends among the patients.
Then she rose abruptly and faced me.

“You're sweer, Chazz,” she said, “and 1 appreciate your coming to
see me. But—"" She shaded her eyes. “Here comes Miss Menzies. It’s time
for my routinc. Miss Menzies is really a clockwork nurse.”

I felt devastated. More, I was angry. Here I'd thought I was bringing
her ridings that could alter her entire life, and she’d just steamrolled the
whole thing. Down, down, she was on the down escalator. I couldn't get
her off it.

I left her in the garden and drove despondently back to New York.
The car radio wasn’t playing but I kept hearing music in my cars, sad,
birter music. I was being forced to acknowledge something I didn’t want
to belicve: no matter what help she was getting at the Retreat, 1t wasn’t
going to be encugh. Nothing was cver going to be enough now; there
wasn't any cure for what atled her.

Donna did come on; she stayed in the Hartford area for over a month,
doing her best, but her best wasn’t good enough. She had a job and was
obliged to return. It was through Donna that I learned that Bud Ayres
had taken over the watch, was in fact staying at a nearby hotel to be close
to April. This news naturally made its way into print, and soon reporters
began descending on the place from New York and Boston. By this time
Bud was adept at dealing with the press, and, using his considerable
charm, he fended off the reporters as well as anyone could. You had to
hand it to them, though; the guys were sympathetic to his plight, for
he made it plain that he loved April and wanted to marry her as soon as
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she was well enough. The old saw rang true, “All the world loves a
lover,” and April and Bud had everyone rooting for them. People
wanted them to win out, to get together and be a married coupie;
they wanted them to have the success and happiness that were sup-
posed to accrue to them by virtue of their being movic stars. It went
with the package: there was a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

As for the other leading couple in the drama, the matter of divorce
between Frances and Frank, of course, hung fire as she faced her iliness
and eventual end. And if Frank had any idea of what was going on in
Hartford, he certainly wasn’t saying—not to me, not to anvbody. With
time Frances’s condition had become stabilized and she was reported to
be in remsssion. He spent hours, days, at the hospital, where there was
little he could do to help. But he was there,

"Then he had a bad blow, a terrible one. Maxine Fargo died unexpect-
edly. He'd gone down the week before and taken her out to dinner;
afterward they’d stopped by the Buckaroo to have drinks with Angie, then
started for San Bernardino and home. He noticed that Maxine looked
ured, but she kept insisting she was all right. Three days later Chus
Alvarez, the Mexican on the place, telephoned to say that she was real bad
and Frank should hurry. He'd promised Frances to come to the hospital,
and this delayed him, so that by the time he got to San Bernardino, Maxine
was gone. Chui took him out to the garden to show him where she’d had
her atrack.

“There, Sefior Frank, in the tomato patch.” He pointed to the flat-
tened plants where she'd been stricken. Frank sank down on an over-
turned peach basket and wept. “Mamma mia, Mamma mia.” He was not
to be comforted, and Chui had te drive him back to town. For weeks after,
he remained profoundly shaken, trying to encompass his loss. It was as
though Maxine dead meant that evervone in the world was fallible, every-
one’s time must come, including his own.

Desperate to do something, he declared that his mother was going
to have the biggest and best funeral anyone ever had, though his mother
had expressly asked for a quiet end. He argued with the pricst for hours,
bur finally gave in. The obsequies were limited and circumspectly han-
dled. He wanted her buried at Forest Lawn, but Father Mendoza said
that her desire was to rest in the desert, the closer to her garden the
berrer.

Among the host of condolences he received was one he showed me.
It was a typical Hallmark type card with suitable sentiments inside, signed
not with a name but simply as “a friend.” He asked me to look at the
handwriting; was it April's? I examined the words, but truthfully I
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couldn’t tell. T even compared it with the signature on a birthday card
she’d once sent me, but still T couldn’t teil.

Onc day Feldy Fskenazy telephoned, asking if she could come and
see me; she had something to tell. Yes, I said, come up Sooncst,

Feldy was mueh more a part of our lives in this period than T've
probably indicated. Far more than just my acting coach, she’d become a
friend. There was no nonsense to her, and she told me scraight out what
she’d come to say. Yesterday afternoon April and Kit Carson had married
in Connecticut and were honeymooning in Nassau. Our first thought was
naturally of Frank: had he heard, and how would he take it? Feldy thought
it better for me to break the news—that was what April had wanted, 1
stopped by his office that evening and relayed the details. He took it
philosophically, bat I could sce how badly it hurt him to hear it. Despite
everything that had happencd, he had hoped against hope that things
would somchow iron themselves out, but now she’d turned to Bud, and
that was that.

Later he went to Orgell’s and sent themy 2 classy Georgian wine
cooler as a wedding gift.

We stood by, along with all his other friends, helpless to do much
more than stay close. He handled cverything with strength and sureness.
A stranger couldn’t have told from his calm demeanor that he was being
torn to picces inside. At the office 1t was business as usual, and he had a
new girl he’d discovered and was going to bring along. He did things—
went to dinners, or down to the Springs overnight to play some tennis
with Angic, see his friends, have a few laughs with Alice Faye and Phil
Harris at the Racquet Club, then hop hack to town and take up his chair
ar the hospital again,

And he was always intcrested to hear news of April and Bud. By now
Bud was doing a picturc in the East (this was Red Coar Fluni, being shot
in the Tidewater and fox-hunting country of Virginia) and his co-star was
none other than his bride. It was April's wedding present to him,
her promise to do the film, since she’d already said she wouldn't
make any more pictures. It proved to be a lucky gamble. Bud had
talked her mto it as a therapeanic device, the doctors had approved, and
the result was the most popular picture cither of them ever made—as
well as the last.

Frank never said anything about it to me, but I learned through his
office thart, although he'd found the story and originally set Bud up in the
deal, before shooting began Bud had written asking for his agency re-
lease and April's as well. | thought then that it was a lousy thing for
him to have done, but later I saw that hic was probably right, that they
both should have representation elsewhere. Things were much too close
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with Frank, and they needed a less personal professional environment.
Frank took ic all with good grace. Then, when the picture was fin-
ished, Bud and April stayed on in the East, having fallen in love with the
state of Virginia; soon afterward, they bought a farm there and took up
being horse folk.

Almost at once the Carsons were in solid with the hunting set, and
would make another picture only if they really liked the script. Mean-
while, they were enjoving country life and starting a herd of Herefords.
The apple trees blossomed pink and white in May at High Farm, the
purple clover camc in and the alfalfa, and the two-year-olds threw their
foals, and Squire Carson and wife were out in rough-out boots, chopping
kindling and digging postholes for a new paddock. There was never talk
anywhere of any baby; there was no nursery room at High Farm. Remem-
bering Passy, I alrcady had the answer there: no little Kits or Kats would
be running about the pastures of High Farm in Virginia,

Then Frances died in California. By oow Jenny and | had made up
our differences and she'd returned from London. We'd taken a jaunt
down to an isolated little spot in Mexico we were fond of, and one
afternoon a boat carried over a message from Frank, We caught the next
planc out of Puerto Vallarta and arrived home in time to catch him on the
cleven o'clock local news. He looked haggard, and a host of reporters and
cameramen were shoving microphones at his face.

With Frances’s death, he was bound to assume the burden of guilt.
He'd experienced a lot of anguish, bad health had dogged him through
the preceding four or five years, and he was feeling the strain. He'd set
himself a Spartan vigil to see Irances through to the end, knowing it was
what she wanted, to go out as though nothing had ever come between
them, nothing had happened in their married life to cause the least rife,
the slightest pain. With her, appearances were cverything, even the pas-
sage through Death’s Door. She had herself well buttressed with the
Church, the Bishop, the Archbishop, the old family pricst, Father Mallory,
the nuns, and of course her own blood sister, Sister Mary Rose, all gath-
ered around, joining hands as though to ward off the evils attendant on
her for having been for over twenty-five years the devoted wife of the
well-publicized and controversial Hollywood hgure, the loving, patient,
and understanding wife of Frank Adano.

Frances was laid to rest in the family vaulr at her aunt’s house n
Pasadena. | was there, and when I saw those bronze doors swing shut on
the sepulcher [ thought of that poor, unhappy woman and all the misery
she’d cansed in one lifetime. Afterward, Frank asked me to ride back in
his car and [ sat beside him amid the gray velvet upholstery, watching the
freeway traffic hustle by on both sides. Most limousine drivers are such
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careful drivers, pokey, even, wouldn’t speed if their lives depended on it.
We crept and thought, and he swigged some from the flask he’d brought
along. ['d brought a flask. He didn't talk, neither did 1. Bur I thoughr we
must be thinking the same thing: Frances was dead, Frank was free. But
where was Aprilz Fox-hunting in Virginia.

Back at the Bristol house, Frank invited me in and told the driver to
wait. | followed him into the front hall, where he stood Jooking around
into those rooms that were perfect marvels of beauty, utility, and conve-
nience. The hand of Frances Deering Adano lay everywhere. Suddenty
he turned to me with a fierce expression. “I'll sell it, you know,” he
muttered s we went on to the bar. He cursed and flung off his coat. “God,
how I hate this place. [t's like a Ross Hunter set.” He raised his glass. “To
the Short Happy Life of Frances Adano,” he said in his low, dark voice.
“Pax vobiscum and R.LP.” He hifted it again to the Alexander Brooks
portrait of Frances above the mantel, then made 2 pistol of his thumb and
finger and shot at it.

“Do you hate her?” I asked.

He locked out the window and gulped some of his Scoteh, hiked his
shoulders, then wearily let them fall. “No. It might be casier, but I can’t.
And at the last she was sorry, She really was, She’d come to dislike herself.
But...” He ran his ingertip along one side of his mustache. “I knew what
I was getting into, right from the start. I'm no rose, you know. She used
me, I used her, that's how it was. She had the class, the money, she was
upper-crust; [ had the glamour, I was Hollywood. But oil and water, never
the twain. Hell, looking back, [ think I must have been out of my mind.
I'd have been better off with Claire. Or—" He jammed his fists in his
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pocket. “What the hell,” he said, “we all make our own beds, don't we?

People who saw Bud and April together after they were married said
they'd never seen two more contented pecple; they were a modern Adam
and Eve, happily playing in their Eden, ignoring both apple and serpent.
And their loyal fans admired Bud as the All-American Man, while [oving
April for being a survivor, for having weathered her tragedies and having
found iove at last.

In the spring of their second year of marriage, while they were still
living in the East, basking in the success of Red Coar Hunt, they were
mvited to go on a promoticnal junket to Hawaii, Bud to be photographed
by Sports Hiustrated for a six-page color layout called “Sports Ha-
wail.”” They would be guests on the famous Parker Ranch on the Big
Island. There, amid partics and publicity. chores, April learned to eat
Rocky Mountain oysters, knowing full well they were bull’s balls; she
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went into the rain forest, rode a horse along the surf, and played
water polo on horseback with the paniolos, the island equivaient of
Texas cowboys. She even caught a marlin leaping in the blue waters
off the roads.

Along on the junket were the magazine photographer, a studio-unit
publicist, a wardrobe man, and a sports equipment specialist. Bud was a
hotshot with bow and arrow, and the idea was to get him knocking down
some of the wild boar that were to be found in the hillside bush. He'd
already done one archery layout with bull’s-eyes in the butts, but this was
to be one of action, showing his skill with the ancient weapon.

They started just after carly breakfast, fortificd with coffee and oat-
meal, thirtcen people on the trail that wound itself upwards along the
slopes of Mauna Kea. The accident happened on the last foray of the
day, while the paniolos were readying the camp for the trek downbhill
again. Mickey, the sturdy Porruguese-IIawaiian whose task it was to
look out for April at all times, had performed his assignment admirably,
but just at that one moment he was occupied, digging a stone out of the
hock of her horse. April was seated on a stump in the middle of the
clearing when the dogs began a scuffle in the underbrush. Suddenly and
with shocking speed, like some short-legged hairy hound of hell, an
alarming shape came rushing out of the brake, head down, grunting,
snorting, rushing forth into the waning light. Four ambitious hounds
harried the boar, two on a side, leaping in to sink their jaws into the
pig's tough hide, nimbly escaping those angry tusks as it continued its
mad charge, heading straight for the figure on the stump. Bud saw it
shouted, April leaped up, jumped onto the stump, while the boar rushed
toward her.

In a flash Bud had sent three feathered arrows into its back and
neck, yet still it came on, screaming with pain and fury, the arrows
sticking out like the banderilias from a bull’s neck ar a corrida. Bud ran
headlong into the clearing like 2 matador into the arena, to do battle,
waving his jacket to distract the boar’s attention from April, shouting,
unil, just shy of the stump, the beast swerved, then pulled up short,
uncertain, its wet nostrils quivering as it scented another prey. Then,
backing one or two steps, making its ugly snuffling sounds, it leaped
forward at Bud, and as they closed, with both hands Bud enclosed the
snorting head with his jacket, then threw his weight on the boar’s back
and wrestled it to the ground.

Muffled in the coat of heavy corduroy, the boar pulled away, freed
itself, then, as Bud rolled free in the opposite direction and struggled to
his knees, it sprang at him, landing full-force on his back and bearing him
to the ground, where with cries of fury it gored him with its tusks. In
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another second two shots rang out and the boar crumpled on top of Bud,
where both lay still.

Mickey came running, he and April, and together they dragged the
boar from Bud’s back. He was alive, but he couldn’t move. April cradled
his bloodicd head while Mickey ran for help. The sun was alrcady going
by the time they’d got a stretcher made up and were able to begin the
difficult descent; it was full dark by the time they rcached base camp.

The boar had done wicked damage before it died. Raking Bud’s back with
its tusks, 1t had torn the flesh and bone and severed important nerves, so
that he had lost the use of his body from the waist down. Time would tell
if the damage was reparable. In any case, 1t was already a rragedy. April
stayed by Bud’s side, refusing to leave him for an instant while the doctors
worked over him, patching him up.

One of those soonest apprised of the accident was Frank, who flew
out aboard Howard Hughes’s Monitor Six, loaned for the oceasion. And
what were Frank’s thoughts during that mournful flight across the Pacific?
With the surprise marriage of April and Bud, he’d seen the end of his own
dream of happiness; now there was an end to hers, too.

Being Frank, upon arriving he assumed full charge of the tragedy, as
if it were his own. And in a way it was, Bud being almost like a son.
Though the studio had sent out its own representatives, and though an
invisible wall was set up so the media couldn’t trample the story into the
ground, the thing was headline news and had to be treated as such.
Restrained bualleting were given out, but no photographers were permit-
ted. The governor of the state, a friend of Frank’s, himsclf stcpped in when
the press became antsy over the paucity of details, both threatening and
cosseting them. All too soon the truth came out in big black headlines: Kit
Carson would not walk again.

‘The success of the Hollywood star system is built mainly on public-
ity, but publicity of this sort is publicity nobody necds or wants. For four
days the eyes and ears of the world were glued on the drama as it unfolded
on the Big Island of Hawaii, which hadn’t had so much attention since
the voleano erupted. And since both participants in the drama were liked
by both press and public, the matter was regarded as a double tragedy. So
young to be so stricken; never to walk again, never to make another movie
appearance.

I happened to be in Arizona at the time, with a unit filming outside
Phoenix in the Superstition Mountains, I heard the news from the ward-
robe man who handed me the afternoon edition of the Arizona Republic,
I managed to track Frank down through Viola, and reached him by phone
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at the Mauna Kea Hotel. We talked for over half an hour, and next day,
the local press having been alerted that I was on the horn to Hawaii, I was
besieged by the media people. Soon our outdoor location was being over-
run with reporters from as far away as Kansas City, until Jenny and I fled
our hotel and took refuge in Scottsdale.

We'd flown back to Hollywood by the time Frank rerurned with
Bud, and of course April. The plane set down on the private Santa Monica
airstrip near Hughes Tool and Die, where reporters had been staking out
the place for days. [t was a mob scenc that not even hardenced veterans of
such shoddy circuses were prepared for, and Howard himself showed his
face n an cffort to assist Frank. April's own exit from the plane was
screencd as much as possible, but so slowly executed that the wolf pack
descended with slathering jaws. Worse came when Bud was brought off
the plane on a stretcher. Though every precaution was taken—the report-
ers and photographers had been cleared from the tarmac by Hughes
uniformed guards as well as Santa Monica police—the victim was
pounced upon by two newsmen pretending to be security officers as he
was being transferred into the waiting ambulance. That was when April
started to scream. And then no sooner had the arriving party left the
airport than the press began howling at the doors of the hospiral, whose
entrances were now shut to all visitors without special passes.

Nothing of what had happened was easy on Frank. He was enor-
mously fond of Bud, and, unhappily, he was still wildly in love with Bud's
wife. A man doesn’t get over something like that just because the woman
in question goes off with some other guy. Though Frank tried to hide it,
yout could sce the suffering mn his eyes. By then he'd sold the place that
Frances had redecorated a total of four times, and was living at Regeney
House on Doheny Drive, and I saw him frequently. He'd aged, that was
plain—the flop picture that bore his name as producer, the heavy toll that
Frances's and his mother’s deaths had taken, and now this, all had wreaked
their havoc.

But 1t was lovely to sce the way be behaved around April, the kind-
ness and consideration he showed, helping her along every way he could,
trying to cheer her up. We were all terrified of another breakdown, but
she seemed to be making it through, mostly for Bud’s sake. She even stood
up to a press conference, explaining in detail how the accident had hap-
pencd, giving another medical report on Bud's condition, and informing
ong and all that they’d decided to leave Hollywood, they'd go and live in
Santa Fe; Virginia could only remind them of the past, and Bud iiked the
great open spaces. And it was in those great open spaces thar Bud Ayres
got lost, and with him, Apri, his wife.

The great trouper throughout gll this had been Donna. 1 believe if
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it hadn’t been for her there was no chance that April would have ever got
through Bud’s accident and the aftermath. Like Frank before him, Bud
sang Donna’s praises to the sky, and he made sure she was a frequent
visitor to New Mexico, especially at holiday times, periods when April
was often victim to a lingering depression.

After a while you didn't hear so much about the couple who were
starting a new life at Santa Fe. From time to time there might be some
mention of them in Time or Newsweek, or there'd be a shot of them in
Life, Bud in the mechanical wheelchair to which his paralysis had
confined him, both of them looking cheerful 2and content. Occasionally a
report would make its way into the papers, there'd be a halfhearted
interview, but these somehow fell flat; there was only so much you could
say about them now, America’s Sweethearts, who were living out their
life together according to some undisclosed plan. Happy? Sure, why not?
Snug as two bugs in a rug. People were really surprised at the nimble way
Bud got around on his wheels and the way April had shrugged off the
tragedy and was forging ahead.

When movie queens abdicate, they tend to lose that movie-queen
look, that patent Hollywood gloss that was so much a part of them up en
the screen; they revert to 2 more ordinary state—not an unnatural thing,
since they are, after all, only mortals, they’d come from a common clay
to which they’d now elected to return. "This is how 1t was with April; she
wasn't as strikingly beautiful, the glow that made her famous had been
dimmed; she was just one more inhabitant of the town. And that, she
always said, was fine with her; she had no desire to get in front of a camera
again. She was still pointed out—""There goes April Rains . . . you know”
—but she took it zll in stride.

Her hair got darker, at least in photographs, and she was showing
definite signs of strain. Bud was drinking—hcavily, Donna told mc; he had
put on weight, there were spats, then quarrels. Then one day everything
emled when the gun he used for skeet-shooting went off accidentally and
killed him.

So this was the end he was fated for, his destiny—carelessness with
a loaded weapon. When Donna called me, I was more shocked by this
news than I had been by Bud's accident. Yet I could understand it, we
all could: one moment’s negligence and it’s all over. We said goodbye to
the great guy who had been Kit Carson, Frank’s Kit Carson, who had
made his marks on the Hollywood track; Bud Ayres, Hollywood nice
guy, never to be forgotten, but what a way to go.

But not even such tragedies can hog the headlines forever, and—with
time—the media hustled other stories and little by little the names of April
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Rains and Kit Carson slipped from view, and for a while Aprif had at last
achieved the privacy she had craved for so long. No one was interested,
and that was fine with her, just fine.

But now, with Bud gone and Frances gone, the big question became,
What would happen between her and Frank? Would there be wedding
bells for the unhappy couple? There was little reason to think so. On the
contrary, April appeared to be going out of her way to avoid Frank
Leaving Bud buried in Tesuque, she moved back to Los Angeles, wherce
Frank tried every way he could think of to see her, to manage a word with
her. But she cut herself off completely, refusing to speak to him and
returning cach of the letters he sent her. Pleas from Jenny and me proved
futile; she listened, but was adamant. At Hartford she'd told me she
wanted nothing more to do with him, and if I hadn’t been able to believe
her then, I had good reason to now. As far as April was concerned, Frank
Adonis was a chapter in her life that was over and done with; she had
performed surgery on herself, she was cut off from him forever.

When Bud died, movie offers had come flooding in from hotshot
producers trying to cash in on all the publicity, but she had turned
thumbs down to everything. No more movies for April Rains. She
moved back to Hollywood—ir was where she came from, after all—and
found a small apartment in (eorgian House, off Doheny, 2 iile and a
half away from where Donna fived and not far from where Frank had
been hiving since sefling his house. She went on rebufling any effort on
his part to reach her, however, and though [ saw her from time to time,
she seemed to rate me as Frank’s friend and as such to be shunned. [ felt
sorry for her, [ thought she needed friends around her, but I could see
she was determined to change things as much as possible, back to the
simple life she’d planned before Frank Adonis had come along. She was
back in school, working toward her M.A,, and there were few discern-
ible traces of April Rains a2bout her, though I noted she hung on to the
name, and 1 wondered why.

[ felt sorriest for Frank. He was in a pretty bad way these days.
Though business had improved, he was often moody, the victim of fits of
black depression, so unlike the Frank we had known for so long. It was
casy enough for seme people to kiss him off, but I couldn’t de that; [ kept
in close touch and stayed as near as he’d allow. Once he got me so angry
I tet go with both barrels; afterward he told me [ was right and we shook,
but it had driven a wedge between us that left a big crack, a crack I wasn’t
surc was ever gomg to get repared.

Then one day—DBud had been dead for well over a year—he and
April ran into cach other. It was at the Beverly Hills post office—the old



226 ALL THAT GLITTERS

revolving-door bit, he was going in, she was coming out. Each stared in
wordless surprise at confronting the other’s face, the beloved’s face.

[t's not so surprising thar the coals of love, however heavily banked,
may again leap into sudden flame if chey are given a breath or two, a touch
of the bellows. The two of them stopped right there on the post-office
steps like old friends; then they walked a bit, as far as the lietle park on
the other side of Big Santa Monica, where the gardening force was chang-
ing the plantings in the city Aower beds, putting down the canna lilies that
always look so ratty a weck later,

They sat on a beneh and talked some more. EHe said his car was
parked over in the municipal lot, would she ga for a little ride, maybe out
to the beach?—ir was such a fine day. T'hey drove out through the Wil-
shire Corndor to Santa Monica, then headed south down through all the
Iittle beach communitics, Venice, ! Segundo, Manhattan Beach, [er-
mosa and Redondo, and so on,

They continued on down to Palos Verdes, where they stopped for
lunch. They looked in at Marineland and saw the whale and the talking
porpoises. They saw the glass cathedral, which was closed, then drove
some more, past Long Beach, Newport, San Juan Capistrano, as far as La
Jolla, 120 miles from Los Angeles, where he tried to convinee her to go
with him over to the peninsula and take a room at the Del Coronado, but
she wouldn't. He found her very changed, but there was enough of the
old April there to break his heart with longing.

They turned around and headed back. At T'orrey Pines they pulled
onto the palisade and sat therc in the car, talking while the sun went down.,
It was angwish of the worst kind. He had her, she was here now beside
him, close, but he didn’t really have her avall. There was no way he could
reach her, His sense of the fitness of things told him not to try to make
physical Tove to her—it wasn't the time and she wasn't responding in the
old ways—and he kept his ardor under control. To a certain degree she
frightencd him—she seemed like a bird trapped in a cage, desperately
beating its wings against the bars in a struggle to get out. Yet he thought
that, having come across her in this unexpected way, he saw a chance and
he would take it if he could. And so he poured out his heart to her, told
her of his unhappiness, the loneliness he had felt for so long. It had never
ended for him, would never end, not while he—and she—lived. He loved
her, she had captured his soul, he existed for her alone, couldn’t she—
wouldn’t she?

She was listening, he could tell, Iistening intently to every word. She
wept and clutched his hand and her hot rears fell on his flesh. And she
told him how she’d missed him and how glad she was he'd found her
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again. She’d been so unhappy. She wanted to be with him, she really did,
no one could know how much, if onlv—

She couldn’t explain, somehow couldn’t get the words out. She was
decply troubled, he could sec it, she was groping toward him for help. And
he wanted more than anything in the world to help her, but he couldn’e.
It wrenched at them both, shook them. They clung together in despera-
tion, like two people on a life raft, hoping for rescuc but secing none
anywhere on the horizon. These were not two children in the throes of
first love, they weren’t Jimmy Dean and Naralie Wood straggling
through the plot twists of Rebel Without a Cause. Thesc were two mature
adults who had loved each other decply, who'd suffered much, endured
much becaase of their love, two who had lost their spouses and were alone
and who necded each other. Bad timing—it had all been bad timing.

They talked and talked until the sun became a giant red ball hanging
over the distant horizon hine. It pulsed and glowed, some sort of burning
icon. Then it began to sink, and it seemed to them both an act of finality.
Planet Earth was spinning somewhere in space and the sun was doing
what it always does; this eveming it was setting, tomorrow morning it
would be rising again, but to them, alone in the car on the high headland,
it was the last sunset, the last they would ever see together. Unless—unless
he could do something to change her mind. This was the moment—now
—soon—it must happen right away. If not, no hope—the end.

Wordlessly they sought their way back toward each other, and it was
as if they were holding on for dear life, hoiding on to the globe itself, they
mustn't fall off. Lower and lower sank the sun into the golden sca. Now
only the top half of its red rim remained, a melon slice poised above the
glittering plane of water; then in moments it, too, was gone, sunk behind
the wavering horizon. And what had gone with 1?2 With every breath he
took something told him he was going to lose her again, So near and yet
so far, Yet he couldn’t let that happen, he must never lose her.

Purple turned to blue, to black, day was night. The day was all gone,
that memorable day. They drove back in darkness but in hope—some kind
of hope had entered their souls today. "They didn’t know what they could
st1ll mean 1o each other, not really, but they both knew in their hearts that
they nceded each other desperately and that if they were going to have
anvthing further out of life, they must fight to sray together.

“No matter what,” he told her, “I love you. I loved you from the first,
I'vnll never love anyone else. Remember how [ love you, April. Don’t let
anybody make you think different, Will you promise me that?”

She promised him. It made them both feel better. She told him how
sorry she’d been when Maxine died. *“I know how much you loved her.
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I wanted to write but 1 didn’t know what to say—I sent you a card,
though,” she added, an afterthought.

He felt a ripple of warm surprise. He remembered it, of course he did,
the card signed with those two words, “a friend”—the card he'd asked me
to lock at. It had been hers all the time.

When they got back to Beverly Hills, 1t was ten o’clock. He drove
her to the ot where her car was parked. The lot was locked. She let him
take her home.

“Wait,” he said as she started to open the car door. “Don’t go. Not
just yet.”

“I have to.”

“Oh God—there’s s¢ much | want to tell you, the time went so fast
—it scemns as if we've barely been together an hour.”

“It’s late, I really have to go in. I have an carly class in the mornmg.”

He reached for her hand and held it. “April, tell me you love me. Say
it, just once, can’t you? Say it so I can hear it. Can’t you, for me—just
once?”

She began to tremble. “I—I'm not sure, everything’s going around
in my head right now. I need time to think.”

He asked when he could sec her again; she said she didn't know, she'd
call. He extracted her promise to call him. He jumped out on his side, ran
around to open her door. As she stepped out he pulled her into his arms
and began kissing her. “*April, April, [ ove you so much. Just to hold you,
oh God, don’t let me lose you again.” He was kissing her and crushing
her in his arms, under the cadmium-blue streetlight with cars passing by,
and she began to struggle against him,

“Let me go—pleasc let me go. Don't touch me—I don’t want you
to!"”

“Bur—April—watit, if you love me—"

“I didn’t say 1 loved you! 1 can% say it! Don’t you understand—I1
can’t. Bud’s dead and I'm alive and—I just can't! Please! You mustn't try
to see me anymore!”

She tore away and ran sobbing up the walk inte rhe vestibule. He
watched her use her key and go in. He wasn’t depressed, he told himself,
as he got back into his car; he understood. She’d get over it. He'd seen
her, talked to her, spent hours with her, and things were bound to change;
he felt sure of it. He'd won a great victory that day, he’d begun to come
back to life again, and he vowed to himself that whatever else happened,
one day they’d be married.

She didn't call him. He waited and waited, but she never called.

Jenny and I heard all abour this from him one night when he came
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for dinner. He was paralyzed by the wholc thing—afraid to take a step
for fecar of screwing it up.

Ftook 1t on myself to call her. We met for coffee, and she seemed glad
to sec me again and anxious to talk. But T saw right off what Frank had
been ralking abour; it wasn’t the old April, the golden girl we'd known.
April had become some other month, August, September. [ detccted some
hairline fissures in that armored exterior, stridencies where there had been
only calm, a hidden urgency wherce there had been relaxed humor, a
tighter grip on things, as if she feared something was slipping from her
grasp, something—T wasn’t surc what—she had planned on and needed,
something human and cherished. Was it Frank? Her career? Her sanity?
Life? I didn’t know, couldn't tell, and we’d lost that fine vein of communi-
cation we'd enjoyed ever since Feldy's studio. We talked but didn’e
confide, didn’t absorb. Our trains were running on different tracks.

Where before she simply was, now I got the feeling she was working
at things, trying too hard. She laughed that pretty laugh, but in its sound
there were traces of brittleness. She looked thinner, more angular, she’'d
lost that pleasing harmony of soft curves; she had cheekbones, the kind
that looked great on Angie Brown, but somehow didn’t suit April. She'd
done something with her hair, too; T didn't like the change. And she’d
widened her lipline, darkened her shade of lipstick. Cherry Winc was now
Lilac Smoke {(or something like that)—and since when mascara?

Donna Curry couldn’t have picked a worse time to die, but she was gone,
a terrible blow to April. This was six or eight months later, during a rainy
February. The maid had come in as usual on a Monday morning and
found Donna still in bed, but she wasn't to be awakened, ever. Her heart
had simply stopped. Her death paralyzed April, playing havoc with her
alrcady disordered mind, and making her feel guiltier than ever. A week
or so after the funeral, her telephone rang. When she picked up the
receiver, the party hung up. Five minutes later there was a knock at the
door. She put on a robe and went to answer.

“Who 1s 1t?”

“Please let me in.”

“Frank-—I can’t. I'm just gomng to bed, it’s late.”

He pleaded through the door that he had to see her. Five minutes
only, and he’d go. She undid the latch and let him 1n.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “I've been calling and calling buc
you're never home. I was worried.”

No, she said, she was fine, just exhausted and not answering.
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“I'm sorry about your mother, | know how you'll miss her.”

“Like you miss Maxine. 1 expect it’ll get easier.”

They sat down and talked stumblingly of one or two things, nothing
terribly important; then she pointedly smoothed the folds of her robe and
retied the sash. “Frank, I'm really tired, so please would you just say what
vou have to say and . . . I'm sorry, but I don't feel terribly well.”

“Yeah, T know it’s late, but—Ilook, do we have to keep going around
and around like this? Can’t we——couldn’t we just sit down and ralk it aif
out?”

“Yes, maybe, only not now. This is not the time.”

“It’s never the time. I'm going to New York at the end of the week,
then to London, I won’t be around for a while. If I could just go away
knowing that—wecll, knowing that we’re all right.”

She gave him a blank look and dropped her gaze.

He got down on his knees and peered up into her face. “Oh, April,
things don’t have to be like this, you know. We don’t have to go on
suffering, both of ws, if you'd only—"

“If I'd whatz”

“Just let go a little.”

“Are you trying to say you want me to go to bed with you?”

“I’m trying to say | want you to marry me! What the hell are we
doing, anyway? All the wasted time, all the lousy things that happened
—now’s our chance. Finally. Don’t you want it anymorc?”

He leaned toward her, trying to look into her eyes. She bad her hands
over her face. Presently she took them away and straightened in her chair.

“Yes. Yes [ do. Only—"

“No. No only’s. All you have to do is say yes.”

He gathered her into his arms and kissed her, running his hand down
the fall of hair that lay against her cheek, smelling her sweetness, excited
by her closeness. He took a deep breath, feeling that at last he'd reached
her. “Say you will. Tell me you love me and say, ‘I'll marry you, Frank.’
Go on, say it. I'm not leaving here until you do.”

He was holding her tightly with both hands. She kept her head down,
as she bit her lip and thought. Then she looked up abruptly and her words
surpriscd him.

“All nght, Frank—I'll marry you.”

“You will? You mean it? When? When can we be married?”

“Right away, 1f you want. You decide—but, please, let’s not make it
a big wedding.”

“Fine by me.” He buried his face in her hair. “Oh God, baby, you're
making me the happiest guy in the world. Hey—wait right here, don’t
move—TI'll be right back—"
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He ran out the door and came back with a chilled bottle of Dom
Pérignon. He uncorked it in the kitchen and came in carrying the bottle
and two wine glasses. *“Aren’t you ever going to get proper champagne
glasses®” he asked, setting them down on the coffee table, where some of
her glass animals were grouped. “Maybe someone’ll give us some for a
wedding present.”

She was looking at him steadily, as if appraising him. “You must have
becn awfully sure.”

He looked at her quizzically, then at the bottle in his hand. Then he
laughed. “I wasn't sure at all. But I was praying a lot.” When he filled the
glasses, he got up and turned the lights down. After lighting the candies
on the shelf and turning over the stack of records on the turntable, he sat
on the couch and held her close. It was the moment he’d dreamed of for
so long. It was all coming true; this was the beginning, only the beginning.
More than anything he wanted to take her into the bedroom and make
love to her. How long was it since they’d lain naked in each other’s arms?
But soon they'd be making love all they wanted; tonight he wouldn’t press
his tuck.

He leaned forward to pour them more champagne. As he sat back he
dribbled a little on the table, and in trying to catch 1t he knocked over one
of the glass figurines.

“Oh Jesus, I'm sorry.”

[t was the unicorn; he'd broken it. She sat with her hands in her lap.

*“‘Blue roses,”” she murmured, picking up the picces and putting
them in a dish.

“Hm? Blue what?”

Not blue roses—pleurosis, she explained. Tennessee Williams, Glass
Menagerie, 1.aura and the Gentleman Caller. She had a broken unicorn,
too. April began to cry, softly, turning her head away so he couldn’t see
her tcars.

“Gosh, honey, I really am sorry. I'll get you another, we'll ind one,
don’t cry.”

“It’s—not the unicorn.” She emptied the glass pieces into the waste-
basket, then took up a brush and began brushing her hair. She yawncd.
“I'he champagne—making me sleepy,” she said. “Now you've got me,
won'’t you go so I can get some sleep? You need it, too, you look worse
than I do.”

He left. There were some kisses at the door; then she shpped out of
his arms, opening the door so it swung between them. Going down the
walk to his car, he had a weird sense that it had all been just a drcam, one
that wasn’t going to eome true.

He saw her only once more before he left for New York, and she
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seemed perfectly fine to him, promised to pick him up at the airport when
he came back—he was to let her know when, She kissed him goodbye and
he left her, wondering what might happen now, fearful of something’s
going wrong while he wasn't around to take care of her. Ie called her
frequently from New York and they talked, caimly, sensibly, lovingly.
He'd been to Cartier’s for a ring. Bought her a new fur, some diamonds.
She was breathless with excitement; she couldn’t wait for him to come
home again.

“Be there,” he told her.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I'm not going anywhere.”

Her statement had the ring of truth all right, only it wasn’t true. One
day our telephone rang and it was April. She asked if Jenny was home;
I said no, it was Jen’s day at the Good Will Thrift Shop where she’d been
putting in some voluntcer time—could I do anything? April said she
wanted a ride to the doctor. When 1 asked 1f her car needed looking after,
she said no, but she didn’t like to drive these days. Too nervous, having
some vision trouble. [ said I'd come over and take her.

The doctor’s office was at the UCLA Medical Center, and we
drove over Malcolm Avenue to Wilshire and cur through the campus to
the hospital. I wasn't particularly aware of anything’s being wrong, but
suddenly, with no warning, April let out a shrick, and though we were
doing thirty she Aung open the door and leapt out of the moving car. 1
shouted, then swerved, barely missing the car in front as [ tried to sce
behind me. | pulled over and jumped out. April lay sprawled in the
street. A bus was bearing down on her, there was a screech of rubber,
the driver leaned hard on his horn, and [ saw a ﬁgure dart from the curb
to drag her from the bus’s path. I ran up and took her from the man.
“What are you doing?” [ demanded, furtous. “Don’t you know you
could have been killed?”

[ set her on her feet and she stared blankly at me. She didn’t remem-
ber any of it, didn’t even know who I was. Then, after I'd taken my eyes
from her for only a moment to retrieve her bag and its strewn contents,
[ couldn’t find her. Some bystanders pointed her out, dashing pelimell
across the campus fawn. Following a hunch, I got back in the car and
drove around trying to find the doctor’s office. When I explained to the
nurse what had happened and who I was, she slipped inside, then returned
with the doctor, who brought me into his office and talked to me. April
was in another room, being sedated. She’d arrived in a hysterical state (this
wasn’t news), but apparently uninjured. For a shrink the guy was pretty
apen and aboveboard, none of the typicat “I can’t discuss the case” crap.
He queried me as to my rclationship with Apnil, and after [I'd gone into
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some detail, he left me alone for 2 moment when a nurse beckoned him
away.

I noticed the manila file on his desk and read April’s name upside
down. [ slid the folder toward me and began glancing through the pages
of transcription. I hadn't got very far before another nurse came in and
archly confiscated the file. But I'd seen enough to realize that Apnl's
illness was more serious than ['d suspected.

That evening she was transferred to the Medical Center, where she
was kept under observation. [ was permitted to visit and saw a gratifying
daily response to treatment. 1 tracked Frank down and he flew home
immediately. Rather than turn her over to another team of doctors, hc
suggested she be sent back to the Hartford Retreat and be put in the carc
of her former doctors there. He insisted on taking her himself and secing
her installed, and he stayed as long as he could. [ know that before he left,
the head psychiatrist confided to him that the prognosis wasn’t goed and
told him not to hold any great hopes for a cure. As for thinking of
marriage, that was really out of the question now. The next time I saw
Frank, after he'd returned to Los Angeles, he looked like a ghost, and 1
asked myself when it was going to stop. When?

Then, to everybody’s surprise and relief, she began getting well. The
doctors declared themselves pleased with her new approach to reality, and
they recomimended her return to a normal kind of existence. Again Frank
flew direct ro Hartford to bring her back. Few knew she was coming, few
cared. This wasn't the old days when she could hardly go anywhere
without a dozen or more paparazzi on her trail. Now she was 2 has-becen,
which was how she wanted 1. I went to meet the plane at LAX, and as
[ caught my first glimpse of Frank and April disembarking, I had the
fecling that everything was going to be okay now. Since she no longer
had a place to stay (her apartment had been emptied, her things were in
storage), she went to a bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel, using the side
cntrance and keeping out of sight. The first thing she wanted was to visit
Donna's grave, where she placed flowers; then she wanted to go to the
County Museum to sec the current exhibition of Rembrandts. She wore
dark shades and a scarf; not a soul recognized her, or if they did they left
her alone.

Frank persuaded her to leave the hotel and come stay with him at the
beach. At first she didn't want to: then she gave in. She would be entering
Frances’s house again, and it was going to be Rebecca-time, yet she did it
anyway. For his sake.
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They seemed now to have come full cirele, for they had come back
to Malibu, the place where it all seemed to have begun. Here they resumed
their life together, the life of man and wife, for though they were not yet
made one in the cyes of church or state, they were one in love and purpose,
and as happy as they could be. She was well again, they both lived in that
belief, and with her well they could afford to plan, to look forward to the
day, not so far off, when they would really be married.

He didn’t want to push her. Didn't want to corner her or make her
feel trapped, by him or by their circumstanees. What had been had been,
the bad things were all in the past now, they must look forward to the
happiness that had been waiting for them. They belicved it. 1 did, too.

And yet . . . and yet. Something wasn’t quite right, | could tell. And
it wasn't just the vestiges of her illness, cither. She appeared perfectly well,
at least to my untrained eye, She seemed well, put it that way. And Frank
statcd that she was. But mental illness is a tricky business.

I took care not to intrude on them, but they scemed eager for my
company, s¢ I'd drive out at least once a week, sometimes more. [t was
then—sitting outdoors in sweaters, for it was in the winter and though
there weren't any storms it was chill and gray, “unicorn” weather, as April
called 1t—it was then that she told me about the Ajken poem, and about
the time she’d come to this same house with Frank and had lost her
virginity. Not “lost” but voluntarily surrendered.

Frank was nervous about leaving her alone in the house, but he was
buried in business deals at that point and had to be at the office every day.
Sometimes I'd take my work slong and spend the day with her; she’d
make lunch, we'd tatk, go for walks, but it was strange—thc more time
[ spent with her, the more I realized just how much she’d changed. Subtle
changes, admittedly, sometimes you couldn’t put your finger on them, but
changes nonetheless. Small wonder, I told myself, after what she’d been
through; but now where was she heading?

They were to be married in the spring, in April, which coincidentally
was her birth month, too. She was making bridal plans, picking out a dress
and so on. They would be married right there in the beach house, with
just a few friends present; then they were going to honeymoon in lraly.
They wanted to go back ro Capri, where they'd been so happy, and sec
Civitavecchia again. Dodi Ingrist had died several years back, but fricnds
had bought the villa and would make it available to the bridal couple for
two weeks in June.

On a Friday, Jenny and 1 drove out to Malibu for the weekend—
mainly at April's insistence. Frank, too, scemed happy to see us, though
I thought we'd end up as ffth wheels. Things went pleasantly encugh.
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We got there an hour or so before sunset; Jenny and I threw on our
sweatsuits and joined Frank and April for a run on the beach. When April
lagged, Jenny hung back with her, while Frank and I hufed and puffed
untl we were winded. We returned to our blankets, where we sat
wrapped 1n them, our bare toes dug into the damp cool sand, to watch
the sunset. The sun was going down behind a silvery veil of cold must.
The light died slowly at first, then more and more quickly.

“Say, whar was that poem, anyway?"' Frank asked suddenly, speaking
to April. “The one about the white unicorns, the guy with the sore back?”

She laughed, and Jen squeczed my hand: that was good. April
remembered the Aiken, those romantic lines from the Evening Song of
“Senlin.”

“The stars bang over a sea like polished glass . . .
And solemnly one by one in the darkness there
Neighing far off on the baunted air
White unicorns come gravely down to the water. .. .7

April recited the lines in a hushed tone, as though afraid to put her
voice to them. But they resonated in the quiet air, and though I was warm
in my blanket I felt a chill. *“I'he haunted air,” that was it. Was that what
Frank was asking?® I didn’t know. The lines foated away with the spin-
drift. T had never read the poem, but Frank had told me about that time
—right over there on Seal Rocks—and I wondered if he was reliving it,
the night they first made love.

Glancing at them side by side, I could see their two profiles in
silhouette; they looked like bedouins in their blanket, she tanned but
without makeup, he with his five o'clock beard that made him look so
swarthy. He had her hand resting on his knee, and he kept touching it
with his lips as if it were his most treasured and precious possession. e
told me afterward that he was trying to believe his good fortune, that she
was well again and they’d soon be married.

Jenny had a call to make, so, leaving the others, we went on inside.
While she telephoned her sister 1 made a fire, then went outside to bring
some things in from the deck. I could see the dark huddled shape Frank
and April made, sitting where we'd left them, eerily frozen in that same
spot as they stared out to sea. Together, finally, and T breathed my own
calm contentment at the sight,

It was full dark Defore they came in, still blanket-covered, teeth
chattering as they hopped around in front of the fire. As she passed me,
April paused to give me a quick Liss on the cheek. “That’s for being you,”
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she said. I glanced over at Frank, still at the fire, watching with an intent
expression, his dark eyes flashing in the firelight.

“Ain"t she somethin?” he muttered when she’d gone upstairs. He
came toward me with his buecancer’s grin. “She’s fine, Chazz,” he said
m a low voice, “she really is.”

“And you? You hne, too?” I asked.

“Believe it, kiddo. I'm right as Rains.”

I winced at the pun, he put up his dukes, then gave me two playful
jabs, onc on cach cheek.

“F'm hitting the showers,” he said, and disappeared upstairs two at
a time.

By seven dinner was on; the girls made the salad and coffee, Frank
let me cook the steaks; he was on the phone now. He came in with 2 joke
about Sam Ueberroth, whose house was a stone’s throw up the beach.
“Sam wants us to come down after dinner,” he said.

“I'm not budging,” April said. 1 thought, Good god, don’t tell me
Sam’s still chasing after all these years? Jen must have read my thoughr,
she smiled at me and Frank caught it. His look was noncommutral. We
dined right there around the fire, off pewter plates, with a deep-red
burgundy that had plenty of tang and matched itself well to the rare beef.
Frank and April sat as close as possible. It crossed my mind that Frank
hadn’t enjoyed himself like this for many moons. He kept cracking the
latest office jokes and telling how Sam had made a fool of himself at the
last Produccrs’ Guild meeting, when he got up to make a speech and
couldn’t remember his words. Vi had to lean over and prompt him. I
decided Frank looked younger, healthier, and more relaxed than 'd seen
him in a long time, and I told myself this was the big turnaround, from
here on in everything would be fine.

As things turned out later, Frank was thinking the same himself. The
fact that we were all cogether again, a reliving of the Summer of the Purple
Grape, that we were laughing and having fun, seemed to put things in
their proper perspective. They even talked us into being in the bridal
party, I best man, Jenny matron of honor.

During coffee he brought out a small box, the kind jewelry comes in;
she opened it to find inside a pin in the shape of a unicorn, encrusted with
diamonds, the horn a shaft of platinnm.

“Thats why you wanted to hear the poem,” Jenny said. “It’s a
set-up.”

Jenny and I carried out the dishes and cleaned up the kitchen, taking
lots of time; then by prearranged agreement we came m yawning and
saying it was time for bed. “Wait a minute,” Frank said, grabbing the last
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bottle of wine, “we want to drink a toast, April and L. He filled glasses
and Jen asked whom we were toasting.

“You, woman,” Frank said. “And Chazz here. We want you to know
how grateful we are, April and I, that while all the rats were deserting the
ship, you stuck by us. We haven’t forgoteen it, and we won'’t. Just promise
us you'll let us go on sharing our happiness with you.”

I never heard anything so touching, especially from [Frank, who
wasn't the kind to vent his sentiments. But he was Italian, and he felt
things, and Jen and I were both flattered to have him express them in this
manner.

Before going to sleep, we lay under the down comforter, talking
about that touching moment, how well they both looked and how happy,
and how swell it was that things were finally coming together.

Meanwhile, downstairs, Frank and April lay stretched out in front of
the embering fire, also talking. He couldn’t believe that his prayers finally
were being answered; he wished Maxine were there to see it.

“Don’t say that,” April said, laying her fingers across his lips. “We
mustn't wish for too much. Let's just be happy with whatr we've got.”

He put his nosc in her hair, the way he always loved doing, and held
her closer. They talked about their comng trip to taly, waxing nostalgic
about places they’d been, things they’d seen and done. It was good to
laugh again, freely and without constraint, and not have to glance ner-
vously back over their shoulders to sce what monsters were traveling in
their footsteps. He kissed her over and over, while she whispered love
words in his ear. They laughed about the time the fAlokati rug caught fire
and the fire department came and embarrassed them, here in this same
room. What a long time ago that was. They ¢ven spoke of Frances and
felt sorry for her. It was a luxury they could afford, now that she was gone.

The sound of the waves lulled them, the clattering rocks under the
foundation; they didn’t want to make physical love, they were just happy
being together like this, in the place that had meant so much to them.
Feeling as he did, with the euphoria that comes from knowing that the
heart’s desire has art last been won, he began talking about how he was
going to find the perfect role for her, that he was going to see her make
her comeback in a really big way, that if he could work things right she'd
end up with an Oscar, She grew alarmed at his words, saying she didn’t
want an Oscar, didn’t want to act again. He should have read the signs,
but he was too happy, too far out on a pink cloud; all he could think of
was making her happy and putting her back on top. Those were the terms
he was used to thinking in; he wanted to sce his flly back at the gate,
wanted her to run the race and win it; he forgot that the filly was gate-shy
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and never wanted to run again. She wanted to be put out to pasture, not
to stand m front of an audience hoping to be liked.

What happened next might have happened anyway, in some other
time; the fact was, it happened that night, and, regrettably, it was Frank’s
fault. We heard the door slam, heard Frank’s call after her; then the door
opened and he ran cut. We sat up, frozen with alarm, straming to hear
something. Jenny shoved me out of bed and urged me to go sce. I hiked
on my pants, and sweatshirt and crept down the stairs. The wind was
rushing through the open door, which swung on its hinges withour
banging. [ ran out onto the deck and looked. 1 could make out the small
figure of Frank way up the beach, but he was alone. I thought, If he goes
that way, I'll g the other.

I walked north to the far end of the Colony, but there wasn't a sign
of her. The houscs were mestly dark; 2 dog barked at me and followed
me 2 ways, then disappeared.

I was out of the house for an hour, and when 1 camc back Frank was
having coffee with Jenny, so worricd he could hardly tatk. I had never
seen him so upset; he simply came undone at the seams. Wouldn't call the
pelice, didn’t want her name in the papers agam; she’d come home, we’d
just wait it out. He blamed himself, over and over; he smote his brow for
a fool. Why hadn’t he seen what he was doing? What could possibly have
come from his foolish desire to sce her a star, Oscar in her hand? What
had posscssed him to even bring up such a thing when he knew how much
she'd hated it all?

He went out and paced the deck, then went up on the highway and
stood under the streetlight, as if she might rake it into her head to reappear.
We knew different, Jenny and I. Frank was wasting his time; she wasn’t
coming home. And she never did, not to that house. She was picked up
next day loitering at the magazine stand of a local supermarket. She’d been
reading movie magazines for hours; the cashier got suspicious. Bur he had
no idea who she was, just another cheapskate smudging the pages.

The Malibu cops were good guys, they knew Frank; he came and got
her, drove her back to town. That evening she was back ar UCLA Medical
Center, and no one the wiser that she’d had another breakdown. She
stayed there for maybe two months; then Frank had her transferred to a
private sanitarium in Woodland Hills.

No sooner did he have her settled in than he had to leave town; he
came to me, asking if Jenny and [ would keep tabs. Alas, our marriage was
really on the fritz, and I said I didn’t think Jenny would be around much,
but that I'd stay close. And [ did. I went nearly every weekend to have
the midday meal with April, bring her the latest magazines, keep her
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company. She wasn’t in good shape, but nothing like she became later. [
tricd to establish a bridge to the doctor, and he came to trust me, as [ did
him. He was an April fan from way back and he was worried about her,
more than he let on.

Frank kept in touch by phone; I gave my weekly reports and tried
to buoy him with any good news I could drum up. When he came back
he drove out to Woodland Hills directly from the airport and spent the
weekend assessing for himself exactly how things were. 1 already knew
what he was busy finding out: things weren't good. 11e’d been shocked
to see how she looked—she’d really let herself go, her body was badly run
down, her appetite bad. When he left she handed him a small parcel,
asking him not to open it until he was home. Ile didn’t wait, but opened
it in the car; it held the diamond unicorn pin he’d given her that might
at Malibu. The brief note the package contained asked him not to come
anymore; it was too painful and his visits lefe her distressed.

So there it was: she wasn’t going to marry him; worse, she held no
hope now for the future. He wrote her a letter, saying he understood, and
releasing her from any previous understanding they’d had. He loved her
and would be there for her any time she needed him. But the awful truth
was, she didn’t need him anymore. What she needed was her sanity, and
if she stood any chance of getting that back she couldn’t go on sceing him.

It was a brutal blow for Frank, and he really took it on the chin. In
the passing months I saw a lot of him, because | too was nursing wounds
of my own. One night we had dinner, he and I, and in a booth at
Frascatti’s I saw him weep for a second time. He’d lost Maxine, now he’d
lost April; there wasn’t much else to lose, except his own life, and that,
too, waited around the corner.

As a result of Bud’s manager’s crooked shenanigans, the till was all
but bare, and Frank was picking up the tabs. He'd previously arranged to
pay for April's upkeep at Woodland, relying on monies left him by
Frances, but the family had suceessfully contested the will, leaving him
in somewhat straitened circumstances. April stayed on at Woodland for
nearly two years, with horrendous expenses that drained Frank’s pocket-
book, and then, after he was killed and her own money ran out, she made
the trip to Libertad, taking the road to Simi Valley, the long road that led
to nowhere. And I began my pilgrimages, the Sunday and holiday trips
that have gone on for so many years. Read it and weep, as I do.

What with one thing and another, my life changed drastically in the next
year and a half. Somewhere along the line I'd begun writing, and I'd
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started in on a small book, T felt the work suited me and I kept a typewriter
in my trailer and worked during set-ups and at nights. Jenny was in
Kenya, doing a safari picture, and we were pretty well out of touch. When
the book was nearing publication, I found myself spending more and
more time in New York, where I'd begun it all so many years before, and
enjoying it. [ had an apartment with a colossal view, and so sure was I that
I'd be sticking to Manhattan that T had boxes of expensive stationery
engraved with my new address. No sooner was I at home than who should
appear on my doorstep but fenny: we kissed and made up, swore we'd
never part. She went out and bought me a purebred German shepherd we
called Bones; I remember we used to walk him a lot and meet all kinds
of friends along Central Park West. Jenny started to get itchy; she stayed
only a month, we waltzed all around town, East Side, West Side; then she
asked me to come back to Los Angeles.

By now 1 was hard at work on my second book and didn’t want to
be upr woted. The fact that 1 was havi ing an unlooked-for success in my
new career wasn't necessarily helping our home life, I'd ﬂy to the Coast
for a fortmight, sometimes just the weekend, but it wasn't working. We
crabbed and bickered and were both exhausted from the energy spent in
futile argument. T was also fed up with Los Angeles and wanted to make
a clean break, so I went back to my apartment in New York, to work
cheek-by-jow] with my editor. Absence failing to make our hearts grow
fonder, when [ returned to Los Angeles the next time, 1t wasn't to our
Sunset Plaza Drive house but to a solitary room at the Villa Lorraine on
the Strip.

Not too long after that, 1 made yet another quite astonishing move
when, thanks to Frank, I found myself living in the hallowed precinets
of Sunnyside, the Crispin Antrim showplace, where my lfandlady was
none other than Maude Antrim herself. Stranger things have probably
happened in my life, though I can’t think of them right now. And it was
there at Sunnyside that 1 got to observe firsthand the last days of Frank
Adonis.

With Frank’s death had gone all that remained of the old April, the girl
vou sce up there on the screen or on the Late Skow. Upon hearing the
news that he’d been shot, she became uncontrollable and had to be placed
under restraint,

Though we'd tried, there was no way to keep it from her—headlines
were plastered everywhere, you couldn’t turn on the TV without catch-
ing a late bulletin, and no one in Hollywood talked about anything clsc.
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His death was big news, and naturally April was getting raked over the
coals right along with him, and with Belinda, even with Maude; with just
about any woman who’d ever had anything to do with him. Notoriety had
dogged him all his life and he went out in the most scandalous manner
possible. When the police photographs taken at the murder scene began
circulating, one of the supermarket gossip-sheets published a spurious
“Life of Frank Adonis,” featuring a strip gallery of all his “ladies™: Babe
Austrian, Belinda Carroll, Angelina Brown, Norma Shearer, Hedy La-
marr, Clzire Regrett, Frances; and of course April,

Frank’s funeral had some distant echoes of the Valentino spectacle,
including an emotional female—in this case, Claire Regrett—dramatically
throwing herself on the flower-laden bier, sobbing and collapsing so she
had to be carried from the place, the kind of hysterical display so dear to
the tabloids. April, of course, wasn’t there, but she heard about it anyway.
And it didn’t help—though by then nothing could have.

It was a perfectly natural thing that Frank should have had quantities
of mourners, being loved and admired as he was. [ doubt, however, that
he’d have appreciated the vulgar circus the whole thing became. It really
did look like a gangster’s funeral, with tons of flowers, the bier covered
m a blanket of roses from you-know-who, and in attendance seemingly
every Italian in every black suit in the City of the Angels. It even rained,
and the black silk umbrellas all came out on cue; you could have watked
on them for a tenth of a2 mile, umbrella to umbrella. But I was touched
to catch among the mourners a face I recognized; 1t was the gateman from
MGM, holding his hat over his heart and crossing himself as he kncit by
the casket. But, Jesus, the crowds of pcople, their emotions all geared up
—it was like a bad movie. Myself, I was disgusted by the whole thing and
couldn’t wait to get away, thinking how Frank would have been disgusted
as well.

And Califormia dreamin’ is becomin’ a reality. . . .

Right now I'm in the same chair as before and my friend Anna
Thorwald is dozing in that decrepit hammock that’s ready to fall apart.
She’s listed fourth 2among the ten longest-staying residents at Libertad,
brick and bars and hospital green out here, off the Ventura Freeway on
Route 101. Happy Dell Acres, as I call it. Thirtecn years, seven months,
and twenty-three days on the funny farm. And bunny shows at Easter.
I don’t know, maybe it beats paying taxes.

Anyway, we're still here under the pepper tree, Anna and I. The
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small red berries litter the hardpacked dirt where no grass grows, as if the
earth had been sown with salt. 1 know Anna sleeps badly at night, and
a sleepless night in this place T wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. God
help the ones who can’t sleep. You try whiling away the wee small hours
unable to snap on the Late, Late Show any time you like, lying among the
other looncytunes and staring into the darkness, the darkness you live in
and breathe 1n but can’t sleep 1n, the clockless creeping dark that is a world
unto itself for the nonsleeper.

She's sleeping now, though. Her face is turned aside, one arm thrown
across 1t as if to hide her identity. How vulnerable she looks, how poorly
armored for this life. It was her own idea to revert to her former name:
Anna Thorwald of Tennessee Avenue in Westwood. 1 live in hope and
at the same time [ despair. The odds are so lousy. She is truly alone, there's
no one. Me? I don't matter; she doesn’t identify me with any of the events
I've just narrated. It’s true, sometimes she really believes she’s Frank’s
wife, that they got married, even that there were children. As we know,
there might have been one at least, if the cards had been stacked differ-
ently. But most of her dreams are wrapped up in a single soiled doll,
Clarabelle. That's an end for you, a forty-three-year-old woman with a
doll. I can see the way she holds it, lightly, even maternally, as though not
to injure it. Baby—the one she had with Frank. Her Gift.

God, how Ialways liked her. What a great girl, what a really wonder-
ful person. I'he kind of girl you’d like to have for vour sweetheart or you'd
want your boy to marry, the famous girl-next-door they used to talk so
much about. Her laugh: of course, it’s not the same anymore, but |
remember the way it used to sound when we were all in Italy those many
years ago. I look at her now and think, Where did she go? What hap-
pened? Why is she this person now, not the other one, so changed that
even I sometimes have trouble recognizing her? People change, sure, we
pass them on the street and may not recognize them for a second or two,
but finally we do. But not April. 1 defy her neighbors on Tennessee to
say, Oh sure, I know her still. Maude Antrim’s close to ninety, but she
hasn’t changed, she’s still Maude, only older. She’s there. Not April, April
flew the coop. That face, that glow, gone. All gone.

I catch Nurse Popey tiptoeing across the lawn. Coming close, she
asks sotto voce if I wouldn’t like to slip along before “Anna” wakes up. No,
I say, she might be upset if I didn’t say goodbye. I wait. T'he panient stirs,
awakes, tries to sit up, not an casy maneuver in that hammock. I help her
out and to the other chair, into which she sinks gratefully. “Tow are you
feeling?" 1 ask. She nods agreeably, as if she didn’t want me worrying
about her. She certainly is game. Again I'm wondering what Frank would
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say if he were alive and here. How would he handle it all? T look her over
for signs. Are her cheeks a little less pasty? Have they a hint of color? Does
she scem the least bit more relaxed?

She throws one hand out with an alarming abruptness that makes me
shy, as if I thought she meant me harm. No harm, though; she merely lays
her hand on mine and pats it gently. For the first time she calls me by my
name. She’s recognized me.

“Charlie®”

“Yes?” My heart skips a beat; I'm “Charlic” again.

“How are you? Are you okay?”

“Yes, sure, fine, really fine,” I hastily assure her. You may not think
so, but 'm telling you this is a major breakthrough, her calling me by my
name.

Hints of sanisfaction, traces of a smile. “I'm glad, really glad. Irank
always worried about you, you know. He always wanted to be sure
everything was all right for you. He was always so proud of you.”

Frank was quite a guy, I counter, leading the talk away from myself.

“Oh yes, he was, " she says with conviction. “Misunderstood. He was
completely misunderstood by so many people. All the things he used to
do for pcople. He kept them secret. T'll never forget him.”

“Good girl. You loved him a lot, didn’t you?”

“Yes. Yes. Yes, I really did fove him. What a . . . pity . . . pity
..." She trails off, sheking her head as though to clear it. “Strange. I guess
that’s how things work out sometimes, isn’t it? Some things just aren't
meant to be. That wasn't meant to be. You know? It just never could
work. 1 kept hoping—we both kept hoping—but . . . 1 kept telling my
mother he was the best thing for me. She wouldn't ever beleve it. You
wouldn't belicve how she wouldn't believe it. The way she looked at 1t,
he was the villain in the melodrama. You know?”

I nod. “T'he guy with the long twisted mustaches? ‘Pay the rent? ‘I
can’t pay the rent!” /U pay the rent?’ ”

She blinks. “Who'll pay the rent?” she asks, suddenly confused.

[ say 1 supposed that would probably be the hero: “Bud.”

[ say the name on purpose, to see her reaction. The doctors always
tell me to get her to talk about 1t. I'm taking advantage of this lucid
moment that could turn off at any given time. “You remember Bud,” 1
prompted.

Oh yes, she replies blithely, she remembers Bud all right. Her hus-
band. The guy she married.

“He loved you, too,” | suggest.

“QOh yes,” she agrees, he did indeed. “What a nice boy,” she says with
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the same convietion. “Really nice. 1 used to call him *T'ruc Blue Bud’
Why do parents call their boys ‘Bud’ anyway? I guess it's sort of like
‘Junior,” huh?”

Now a very strange phenomenon starts to occur, and I'm made aware
that she has come to a sudden grasp of matters. For the first time in years
I feel there may yet be some hope, that even at this late date the damage
could be repaired, that she could be made well, that I could even get her
out of here. T feel now that’s she’s actually human and real, a living person,
not some android out of a sci-fi movie, a pod-person or a zombic. God help
us all, I pray silently, and silently urge her on.

She recalls with some aceuracy how she’d come into Feldy’s studio
that rainy night when Bud was sitting on the corner of the makeshifr stage
he’d buile at the workshop, how he’d taken her coat and made coffee and
the way they'd talked. He'd made her feel at home right away.

“He was so good-looking, wasn’t he?”” April said. “What a guy. A
girl'd be lucky to get a fella like that, I thought. I wondered what he’d
be like, making love with him.” T marvel at her words. Candid confessions
such as this arc not often to be heard from her lips. I wish I was a doctor
so 1 could interpret them, but I'm not, so [ bumble along as best T can.

“What was he like?” T ask boldly.

“Oh . ..” She’s a bit taken aback, shy even; hut that's to be expected:
my dumb question. “He was giving. Very giving, He always wanted it
to be good for me. But I don’t know, maybe I'm not any judge of that.”

“Why not?” She doesn’t answer. “Why not, Anna?” I persist.

She looks up quickly. “What?”

“Anna’ Isn't that your name—Anna?”

She laughs out loud, splaying her fingers ac her chest. “Oh. Yes, 1
suppose it is, isn't it? I've got so used to ‘April,” though, these past years.”
She thinks, presses fingers to her lips, glances sidewise at me. “Pretty
name, April.”

“I think so. How'd you get it?”

She comes right out with it. “Frank gave it to me.”

“When?”

“Oh gosh—back there somewhere.”

“April? What year are we in?”

“What year?™

“Yes, whar year is it?”

“Why, it’s . . . nineteen . . . nineteen . . . hm. Oh gosh—hffty-
something?”

“Fifty what?”

“Oh darn, | just don't know, Charlie, I'm sorry. . . ."” She drawls the
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words in mock despair. Then ber face shows impatience and frustration.
“Let me think a sec,” she mutters, making fists on her knees. She thinks
hard, muttering and pushing at the tips of her fingers as though ticking
off the years. “I was born in nineteen thirty-nine.”

*“T'hat’s right, you were,