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    Dedicated to all the people whose stories are yet untold

  


  
    Author’s Note


    


    With the exception of the vignettes, in which I employ a touch of poetic license, characters’ dialogue comes from contemporaneous magazine articles and newspaper reports. The Corliss Palmer affair was a minor soap opera at the time, and I had no shortage of quotes and interviews to choose from. “Herb” represents an anonymous source, and “Daisy” is an amalgam of the unnamed “friends” Corliss referenced in her serialized life story.
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    Two nurses stood chatting outside Edith Mason’s door, sneaking glances of their new charge. She lay in bed, smoking, her eyes red welts below a mass of tangled, badly-dyed hair.


    “Poor thing,” whispered a smartly-bobbed blonde. “I heard they needed a straitjacket for her.”


    The brunette shook her head. “Nah, just handcuffs.” She glanced at down at her chart. “Dr. Geiger says here she was real tight though, kicking and biting and screaming like she was crazy.”


    The bobbed blonde stole a look. “Edith Mason. You know I heard that’s not even her real name? My friend saw her check into the Palace. Said she’s Corliss Palmer.”


    “Who?”


    “Corliss Palmer, the movie star. Remember her? She was always in the papers after she won that beauty contest…”


    Thirteen years ago. Lucky thirteen. Corliss was a pretty Georgia girl then, with thick auburn hair and a cherub’s face. Now her cheeks were wan, her forehead creased by worry and sorrow. “I want to die,” she wept. “I have nothing to live for…too many promises made to me have been broken.”

  


  
     


    


    Reel One:


    The Beginning

  


  
     


    


    Every girl is born a princess, blessed by the fairies with beauty, health, joy, charm…at the same time, the evil fairy also was present with her curse.


    


    Corliss Palmer, “In League with the Fairies”


    


     


    There are few things as boring as a cigar stand during the off time. At least there was no shortage of reading material, Corliss thought, thumbing aimlessly through yet another magazine. This one was Motion Picture, one of her favorites. She devoured the love stories adapted from the latest “flickers,” which drove Mama crazy. “Your mind is gonna grow weeds!” Towards the back of the issue, something caught her eye: an ad proclaiming the “Fame and Fortune Contest for 1920.”


    “Fame and fortune. Could you imagine?” she murmured, envisioning herself swathed in furs and diamonds, laughing over lobster with Norma Talmadge or Richard Barthelmess. She already knew she was pretty. People said she’d gotten her job at the general store more for her face than for her skills, and she had no shortage of smiling businessmen buying way too many packets of Sen-Sen from her counter here in the Hotel Dempsey.


    “Hey, Daisy,” she called to a tall girl stacking boxes. “Have you seen this?”


    Daisy wiped her hands on the front of her dress and ambled over. She pulled the magazine closer. “Yup! Me and some of the others are gonna send our photos in. Hey, do it with us! It’ll be a scream!”


    Corliss laughed. “Maybe I will. I have a photo at home I can send. It’s not much, but it’ll do.” She dogeared the page and slipped the magazine under the counter. “Mary Pickford, move over!”


    That night in bed, the envelope waiting on her dresser for the morning mail, Corliss dreamed with her eyes open. She mused on how her life could change…and how much it already had in the last few years. Before, the Palmers lived a simple but happy life by all appearances. Luther, Julia, and their six children rented a modest South Court Street house in Quitman, Georgia, right near the Florida line. Luther was a machinist in the electric plant, and Julia kept house — and kept Mary, Corliss, Hoke, Ennis, Grady, and Stanton from climbing the walls most days. Corliss in particular was a challenge, perpetually in motion like her namesake engines at the plant. It was a big, messy, noisy household, and they rejoiced the day Luther was promoted to supervisor.


    One Sunday morning in June Luther felt odd. When a shot of his usual rye failed to perk him up, he decided on a bath. Police found him passed out on the bathroom floor; he’d never even filled the tub. “Despite the utmost efforts of his physicians,” he never regained consciousness, and died at 3:30 am Monday, June 20, 1910. They never did find out what killed him at the young age of 38.


    Julia was left grief-stricken and terrified. How was she going to support six children under the age of 14 with zero income? Thanks to Luther’s estate they had a little money, but it wouldn’t last long. Luther was a Mason, and in good standing, so she sent the kids to the Masonic Home until she found a new revenue stream, in the way most women did then: she remarried. The whole family (save Stanton, who remained at the Home) moved to the home of Julia’s new husband in Macon. James Simmone’s job as foreman of Allied Packers provided much-needed financial security, and he and Julia had three children together: Katherine, James Jr., and Julia Jr.


    Corliss and her siblings were shaped by their mother’s upbringing in the small Providence neighborhood of Jemison, Alabama. Chilton County, bordered by the Coosa River, was only ten years old when Julia Farrell was born in 1877. Rural and primarily agricultural, its plentiful pines fed a thriving lumber industry; the sawmill erected in 1872 employed much of the region, including Julia’s father John.


    Life in the Reconstructionist South was confusing and filled with upheaval. Affluent old-guard whites, secure at the top of the food chain, fought Black progress overtly through hate groups like the KKK and covertly through political disenfranchisement and segregation. Many saw “Jim Crow” laws as necessary for peace. For the poor and working class, who needed as many family members earning an income as possible, education was dismissed as unnecessary and untrustworthy. In 1880 over half of Alabama was illiterate, and those who attended school did so only three or four months out of the year, up to sixth grade. Christine Lindquist, in remembering her grandmother, noted her lack of education — Julia never attended a single day of school — and her distrust of people of color. As the only constant in their lives, it’s only natural that fervency against poverty and abhorrence of those seen “beneath” them seeped through to the children.


    Corliss’ thoughts returned to the present. There were fewer Palmers at Hazel Street now. Mary married Oscar Preston and moved out. Hoke came home from the war, took an Army job as a sentry on government property, and died via “accidental” pistol shot less than four months later. Stanton, being the youngest, was still at the Masonic Home. She, Grady and Ennis earned their keep, the former a doffer (bobbin-changer) at the cotton mill, the latter a stenographer at the Hotel Dempsey.


    


     


    Eugene Brewster, publisher of Motion Picture, sat listlessly at the heavy wood table. He’d been rifling through photos for that infernal contest all morning, and whatever patience he’d had was worn through. Pushing his chair back to stretch produced a metallic clang: he’d knocked over the trash bin, full of rubbish — and one small, funny-looking photo. Brewster snatched it up.


    “Lillian! Come here this instant!”


    Lillian Montanye, staff writer and “mother reporter” at age 50, hurried in. “Gene, what is it?”


    “I’ve found her. This girl…this girl is a living painting! She’s like a breathing statue, an absolute masterpiece in the flesh!” He flipped the photo over. “Miss Corliss Palmer, Macon, Georgia. Why was this in the trash?!”


    Lillian smirked. It was common knowledge that Brewster had a healthy eye for the ladies. Look at him, the man was practically salivating. She took the photo and placed it at the top of the pile.


    


     


    Corliss was a finalist, the letter said, and she would need to get to New York right away for a screen test. Jubilation turned to consternation, and she sank onto the bed. She needed much more money than her paltry salary allowed, and she couldn’t ask Mama, or James…wait a minute. She could ask Richard!


    She’d met William Richard Middleton, a young and “awfully good-looking” government ship inspector, when he came to the general store to buy sugar. Truth was, though she liked him, Middleton was the one who dropped like an anchor. Deeply in love and wanting to fuel her dreams, Richard gave his grateful sweetheart just what she needed to reach the Big Apple.


    The Fame and Fortune Contest was one of the country’s first official beauty pageants, beating out Miss America by over a year. Promoted by Motion Picture and Motion Picture Classic, both popular fan magazines by Brewster Publications, it dangled infinite celebrity success in front of their largest demographic: young women. The grand prize promised to make an “internationally famous screen player” out of the entrant, complete with two years’ worth of magazine covers, photo shoots, interviews, and “the sort of publicity that could not be purchased at any price.”


    Blanche McGarrity and Anetha Getwell were the first contest winners in 1919. Both starred in the Brewster-produced Love’s Redemption (1920), a “society drama” along with poet Edwin Markham and inventor Hudson Maxim, playing themselves. (Maxim must’ve enjoyed being around beauty queens: he later served as King Neptune in the first two Miss America pageants.) It should not be confused with the 1921 film starring Norma Talmadge and Harrison Ford. Off screen, McGarrity was sold as a Pickford character, listed as 17 (actually 23) and photographed playing with dolls. Getwell was the exotic, with a supposed Russian heritage and childhood spent at the Czar’s palace. After Redemption, McGarrity had a small part in an independent western and was “Miss Bluebonnet” in a San Antonio promotional film. Getwell did a little print modeling. Neither became an internationally famous anything. Anita Booth, a runner up, also went nowhere. Only Virginia Brown, aka Virginia Brown Faire, the other runner-up, lucked out with Tinker Bell in Peter Pan (1924).


    Word spread, and by the 1920 edition more than fifty thousand eager thespians (including a handful of men) sent in photos. This time they were whittled down to a lucky group of “Class AA”ers and invited to Motion Picture headquarters in New York, where they were judged by Brewster and an alleged roster of greats: D.W. Griffith, Cecil B. DeMille, Jesse Lasky, David Belasco, Thomas Ince, Mary Pickford, Hope Hampton, Lillian Gish, and more. About 700-1000 starry-eyed ladies from all corners of the country excitedly converged on the Brewster offices, where they were made up, photographed, and “instructed to walk into camera range, pick up a telephone, laugh, look worried, then terrified.” Class AA was swiftly edited to 30. Corliss remembered being intimidated and “simply scared to death” by the chaos, not the least of which was: where were they all going to stay? Ever the philanthropist, Brewster insisted they all come home with him. There was simply no better place than Chalet des Lacs, the mansion he shared with his wife, Eleanor, and their son in Roslyn, on Long Island. There they’d be able to attend to work uninterrupted. Eleanor, daughter of Senator Cator of New Jersey, grew up around high-powered businessmen and knew how their minds worked. Eugene, self-titled the “grand smatterer,” fixated on an idea or plan for about a year, drained the life from it, then moved on to something else. She figured the houseful of beauties was just another one of his infatuations, and she’d ride it out just like his law practice, his oil painting, the numerous books and pamphlets he was always scribbling, and all the other fancies. She also knew how easily a man’s head was turned, since she herself turned his away from the first Mrs. Brewster. “My husband is a periodical love drunkard,” she informed people. “For years I have served as Mr. Brewster’s pitcher of ice water.” Having Eugene at home meant he could work (and be monitored) uninterrupted. Besides, life at the Roslyn house was often isolated and dull, so she looked forward to her new friends — even if they were captive.


    Working uninterrupted was a new angle for Brewster. If one looked up “dilettante” in the dictionary, the definition would be a giant photo of his face. Truly a jack-of-all-trades, and a master of self-aggrandizement.


    Eugene Valentine Brewster entered the world on September 7, 1869, one of four children born to storekeeper Henry Brewster and his wife Clothilde. His gifts simmered quietly through a privileged childhood in Bay Shore, Long Island, then a haven of the upper-class. By his early 20s he was an accomplished writer and speaker, voted “boy orator” of Grover Cleveland’s campaign in 1892. He worked tirelessly for the Democrats and in 1899 created the famous “Bryan Dollar Dinner” fundraisers for presidential hopeful William Jennings Bryan. Everyone he encountered admired his powerful presence and “remarkable magnetism of speech,” especially at Princeton, where he spun enough plates to be on The Ed Sullivan Show. Glee Club, College Drama Association, baseball, lacrosse, varsity football…class, he admitted, was somewhat of an afterthought, and he only lasted there a year. He also attended seminary school for the year his dream was to be a minister. He threw himself into law and passed the bar in 1894, a year after marrying first wife Emilie Churbuck. Over the next seventeen years he juggled a booming law practice, lecturing, writing/editing books and numerous newspaper columns (including a legal one for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle), painting, drawing, opera and literature organizations, and raising three children. (I’m tired just writing it.) One other thing: Brewster created The Caldron, “a magazine of disdelusion,” exposing the truth behind popular phenomena like anti-vaccination movements and astrology to phrenology, vegetarianism, and spiritualism. He somehow found time to “edit, direct, control, and publish” it starting in 1909.


    Perhaps it was The Caldron that got Brewster talking with J. Stuart Blackton at a dinner party one night. Blackton, an illustrator and cartoonist, cofounded the Vitagraph Company in Brooklyn, and Brewster, fascinated with moving pictures, hung around the East 15th Street studio. The two debated the possibilities of this new commodity, and Blackton and his cohorts found the brash young attorney “compelling.” They discussed motion picture publications — until that time, solely for those in the business, e.g. distributors — and decided to collaborate on a movie magazine for the public. In February 1911, Brewster and Blackton founded Motion Picture Story, with story adaptations of current moving pictures, photos, and a healthy sprinkling of ads. By 1914, as star bios and interviews crept in, they amended the name to Motion Picture. Reviews appeared in mid-1916, joining two of their most popular features: “The Answer Man,” the first Q & A column directly answering fan letters, and monthly write-in contests ranking the popularity of actors and actresses. The frenetic and varied pace of the magazine matched Brewster perfectly, and afforded both men a chance to surround themselves with gorgeous women. Of course, they promoted their favorites: Anthony Slide, in Inside the Hollywood Fan Magazine, remarked on how many notices Blackton’s wife Paula received from 1918-1920, despite having an “extremely minor” film career. Sales, and interest, were strong enough to launch the photo-packed Motion Picture Supplement in September 1915, renamed Motion Picture Classic that December. An atypical failure: Movie Thrillers, a 1925 resurrection of the film novelization format padded with original short Westerns and mystery stories. By June it switched to Movie Monthly (“the magazine with the punch!”) and included standard fare like interviews and pictorials; a year later it folded.


    October 1920 and, after all the preening, primping, fussing, and posing, the results were in: Corliss Palmer was the winner. She received the “highest rating given any girl so far,” shocking absolutely no one who’s been paying attention. What was surprising was Corliss’ insistence that Brewster did not vote for her. “Mr. Brewster didn’t care for my type, and had picked out a little blonde,” she noted later, adding Mrs. Brewster had actually put her over the top. “She wanted me to go and live with her at Roslyn as her pal.” The little blonde was 25-year-old Allene Ray, a “picturesque and typical movie beauty with curly, yellow hair.” Indeed, photos of Ray — sometimes listed as co-winner, others as first runner-up — appear to have more star quality about them, and she went on to a moderately successful career. Four other young ladies made up the Gold Medalists, not winner’s circle material but possessing enough “beauty, charm, grace and personality” to break out of Honorable Mention. Beth Logan, “a distinct type and a real discovery…slight of figure, with large, dark sparkling eyes”; Erminie Gagnon, “very pretty to look upon, with an unusual complexion”; Helen DeWitt, a “classic beauty, with golden hair and big blue eyes”; and Lucile Langhanke, “an amazingly well equipped girl, with sunset eyes and hair.” If you know your classic movies, you sat up at the last name: Langhanke, already courted by Famous Players-Lasky, became Oscar winner Mary Astor.


    The biggest winner to come out of the Fame and Fortune Contest was also the final one: Clara Bow. Years before becoming the “It Girl,” the sixteen-year-old’s soulful eyes and ragtag appearance charmed the 1921 judges. “Called in person — very pretty,” wrote one on her cheap Coney Island photo. The other contestants laughed at her botched attempts at clothes and cosmetics, but Clara’s authenticity and expressiveness stole victory. Besides, faces can be fixed: “Corliss Palmer made me up right.”


    The contest was over, and it was time for Brewster Publications to hold up their end of the deal. First step was molding the winner into a superstar, and for that, she must continue her close tutelage with Brewster. Corliss couldn’t wait to get started. “I want [my acting] to touch the heart-strings emotionally…I want to make people conscious of their sympathies, their potential sorrows, and I want to do it beautifully and tenderly.” Mrs. Brewster instructed the girl in fashion, beauty, and etiquette. She also became her acting coach, mining the dramatic skills she’d learned studying voice with Madame Valda. Performing ran in the family; Wilna Wilde, Eleanor’s half-sister, was “The Powerful Katrinka” in the popular Toonerville Trolley film series. (You can also find her in the 1936 Three Stooges short A Pain in the Pullman.) Beautiful Eleanor Cator, the promising young coloratura soprano, read the Daily Eagle. Her parents bragged to everyone in earshot about that. That had been only two or three years ago, just before her sister, grateful for some writing work at Motion Picture, invited Brewster to spend the weekend at their estate in Far Rockaway (Long Island). Eugene and Eleanor were inseparable after that visit, and married in six months. Still, the thrill of performing “Lucia di Lammermoor” never left her…


    In between her Eliza Doolittle sessions, Corliss was film cutter and general assistant to Brewster’s own motion picture company. Brewster saw himself as another Griffith, and the beauty would be his muse. With his ingenuity and her lack of guile their future was limitless; his name would rival Edison, their productions Metro or Fox! Time-wasting multi-reel spectacles were “a passing fad. I’ll be sticking to simple, modest productions; the story is the thing.” Neither would there be any high-hat “society” pictures to gawk at; those just gave poor people “a very wrong impression” of the wealthy. Brewster Productions would be known for superior characterizations, acting, and art. And the stories! He already had a dozen in mind, drawn from the finest literature. Corliss and “Bruce,” as she called him, spent a lot of time together, bent over papers, chattering excitedly. One could say they were inseparable.


    


     


    The ribbon on the Underwood was dry, so Corliss and Bruce rode into town for supplies. His leg brushed against hers as the car jostled along. She felt important next to him, superior, as if he were President of the United States and she his elegant First Lady. Bruce smiled at her, then ever so gently placed a hand over hers. Corliss jumped and snatched her hand away, eliciting a chuckle from Brewster.


    “Corliss, can’t you return just a little squeeze?”


    “Why, Mr. Brewster, you’re married and you have a child!”


    They rode on in silence for a few moments.


    “If I weren’t married, couldn’t you care for me a little?”


    “Why, yes…I do like you very much.”


    She studied her shoes the rest of the trip, as certain secret hopes kindled in the driver.


    Back at home, Eleanor sat Corliss down for a little talk.


    “I’ve seen the way he looks at you, dear, and the way you look back. No, don’t protest, your eyes tell me I’m right; but I think the best thing to do is to leave affairs as they are. You stay here, keep working and going out with Eugene. You forget, I know
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