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    Foreword


    


    Dear Rosemary,


    


    How could I ever forget you!!! You were the second-best mother I ever had and I will never forget those days as long as I live. Did you know, Rosie, that the films we did are the favorites of my fans? They adored those movies and never stop writing and telling me so. What fun we had! I still can’t believe that Mary and Gordon have gone to heaven.


    


    Love you a lot,


    Marjorie aka Dodo Day


    


    P.S. You’ll be happy to know that I named one of my little doggies Wesley Winfield!


    


     


    Doris Day


    July 1998
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      On Moonlight Bay (1951) with Doris Day.

    

  


  
    Introduction


    


    My mother’s face was melting like wax, her mouth in a downturned smile. Her eyes were closed and from somewhere inside her an awful “oh…oh…oh…” tolled the end of my secure world.


    I was seven and had seen her sniff and turn away from me before, but it had been a game. My next move was always, “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” Then she would use her handkerchief or put her hands over her eyes. I would offer another olive branch of remorse, and so on, until the drill concluded with a mild sentence or probation.


    This was different.


    My father, handsome in his officer’s cap and uniform, had boarded the train in Phoenix and departed for World War I, leaving my mother and me with no home and little means.


    I whispered, “Don’t cry, Mom.” But she wasn’t listening. Then I knew the fear that comes when Authority crumbles — when there is no one left to DECIDE.


    That phrase, “Don’t cry, Mom” has marked every high or low point in my private world, as well as in my 50-year career as an actor, and that is odd, because it is a sad phrase. Yet my life has been joyful, and lucky, full of mischief and laughter.


    Soon after my first experience in films I became a professional Mother-Weeper — cheerful but ready with tears on cue for my lost son Sabu, lashed and chained to a temple in Jungle Book, and grew dewy-eyed over my handsome son, Ronald Reagan, in This is the Army. I doubt there was much weeping over son James Cagney in Yankee Doodle Dandy. We were all too busy dancing and dubbing and trying to match Jimmy’s genius. I wept for son Robert Alda, who played Gershwin so well in Rhapsody in Blue, although it was because of our director’s cruelty. Often he put Robert through 30 takes and then yelled, “Print One. Hold 29!”


    Dwayne Hickman was my favorite son for five-and-a-half years on The Bob Cummings Show. He gave us few tears, howls of laughter, and minor exasperation.


    The daughters for whom I sighed and cried professionally were beautiful and beloved worldwide — Ann Blyth, June Haver, Doris Day, Marlo Thomas, and Shirley Jones.



    These were a few of my film children. I’ll tell you more about them later.


    The casting directors saw me as a Reality and Reality became Mother. What is Mother? She is comforting, dependable, loyal (similar to a Boy Scout), and she becomes misty-eyed, or even sobs aloud over her famous son or daughter who is a) in danger, or b) performing magnificently on the stage, or c) in trouble with the kid next door.


    But in the Reality of my own life, I was the Child whispering, “Don’t cry, Mom” when my mother prayed me back from death in the flu epidemic of 1918, when I was caught stealing in grammar school, when I left home on my wedding night, or finally when my mother wept silently as she lay dying of cancer.


    Then we changed places. I became Mother and came home to find our youngest child had crashed through a glass door. I couldn’t move, or lift the bloody sheet that covered her until she said, “Don’t cry, Mom.”


    Before the wedding of our third daughter to her childhood friend, confined to a wheelchair, she hugged me and said, “Now, Mom, you’re not going to cry.” When our lovely second daughter got her divorce, she kissed me and said, “Don’t cry, Mom. Be happy for me.”


    Then when our first daughter gave birth to our grandson, she laughed and said, “Cut the tears, Mom. He’s beautiful!”


    All those times and places, and the famous faces fit the same old phrase, which I suppose just means, “Cheer up! I love you.”
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      As the mother of George Gershwin in Rhapsody in Blue (1945).

    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    I Lose My Ranch, and an Enemy


    


    Look out! Look out for my house!


    Hey you! Stop!


    The two big mules were thundering down on my fence — my house — my trees! The man on the wagon was laughing and whipping the mules. He just kept right on coming and made a big turn so his wheels smashed my cabin flat, tore up my fence, and wheeled off in a big cloud of dust toward the barn.


    The little log cabin can was squashed tin. My matchstick fences were all gone. My hollyhock lady was just a dead flower and broken toothpicks.


    I ran into the house where Auntie Axford was at the window. It was so nice to cry on her softness. She put her arms around me and laid her cheek on my forehead.


    “I saw it, dear. That’s too bad. He’s an ornery old muleskinner. Now don’t be sad. We’ll make a new ranch tomorrow. I’ve got a little cracker box for the house…”


    “But the log cabin had a chimney and windows!”


    “Don’t you fret. We’ll get another one when we go to town.”


    Her cheeks were downy. Her eyes swimmy and blue. Best of all I loved her mouth. It was like a rabbit’s…always tucked up sweetly…about to smile. At noon we had a hot meal because Uncle Axford came back from the mill hungry. Today we had my favorite dish…homegrown butter lettuce wilted with hot vinegar, bacon grease and pepper. While I was slurping it up, Auntie was automatically wiping my chin and telling her husband about the teamster and his whirl around her back yard.


    Uncle Axford chewed slowly, looking out the dining room window toward the mill. I’d heard my dad say that “Old Ax” could tell what gauge the ore was being ground by the dust that came up from the bins.


    He always ate in his underwear and suspenders to keep his shirt fresh for the afternoon shift. When he had chewed a while he said, “That man’s mean. He beats his mules for fun, and he don’t get along with his road crew. But he’ll be gone in a coupla days. They’ve about got the culvert in down in the gully.”


    Auntie sniffed, “The Postmistress at Mayer says he’s drunk there ’most every night.”


    “Ax” patted her hand. “Now, Dottie, don’t you believe everything you hear on our 10-party line.”


    Ahhh, so they didn’t like him either!


    When it got cooler I went over to the chicken house with my basket to gather up the eggs.


    The muleskinner’s tent was a canvas lean-to by the barn. His wagon and mules were gone so he must have left for town.


    I stuck my head through the flaps and was surprised. Everything was so neat: shirts and overalls folded, boots by the bed. His bed had a smooth canvas cover folded over the pillow.


    He must have lain down after he made the bed because there was this little round hollow right in the middle of the pillow. When I saw that, I knew what to do.


    The hens were almost friendly because Auntie Axford let me get the eggs every day when I visited her. They squawked and beat their wings a lot, but didn’t seem to mind me taking all I could reach. Today there were 15.


    I circled around back of the barn so no one would see me go in the tent. It was scary. The place smelled funny…leather and canvas and hay…but sour, too. I kept thinking of his mean eyes and the whip he always carried.


    But I pulled back the canvas cover. Ugh! The pillow was dirty and greasy…just ticking, no case. I broke three eggs into that little hollow, then laid the canvas back over them very gently. I didn’t know what to do with the shells but his boots were right there so I stuffed ’em down in the toes.


    Back in the house I put the other eggs in the cooler. I knew I had to tell Auntie, but she was playing the piano. Every afternoon she played the piano. It was pretty, but sad, because she sat so she could see the pictures of her two little girls on the wall above the old upright.


    Maybe they had played, too. My mother said they had died of typhoid years ago, but Auntie never mentioned them at all. I wished she would tell me their names and how old they were.


    When she was at the piano I didn’t talk or move around because it was like she was visiting with them.


    Her hands were beautiful even with all the scrubbing and planting she had to do, but some of the skin was white and some of it coffee colored. When I first came she noticed me staring, and said, “Don’t worry about my hands. They really are clean. This is just some kind of nervous thing that makes them spotty.” She finished an old song called “Aura Lee,” closed her eyes for a moment and then whirled around on the stool and gave me a nice soft hug.


    “Where’s you been? Your forehead’s all wet, and your eyes are too big!”


    I felt hot and guilty. “Auntie, I borrowed three eggs. There’s still 12 left.”


    She waited. I looked away.


    “Is it a secret?” I nodded. She laughed. “I love surprises. Do you think I’ll be surprised?”


    She was so dear to me…her eyes shining that way. But if I told her, she might go clean up the mess and spoil my revenge. I sidled out of the room mumbling that she might know tomorrow.


    All evening I dodged her eyes, building card houses and playing in her button bag. Finally I went to bed without being told. She felt my head and threatened castor oil if I didn’t cheer up.


    In the middle of the night there was a lot of shouting, banging, and swearing. I heard Uncle Alex get up and look out the kitchen window. Then we went back into the bedroom. Pretty soon Auntie said, “On no! Don’t! He’s just drunk.” But Uncle was on his way to the door saying, “I’ve got to be sure he doesn’t set fire to anything.”


    I lay there with my teeth chattering. He’d taken his old shotgun with him! And fire! What if I caused the whole place to burn up? Why had I done it? My dearest friends, and they were coming to harm because of me!


    The yelling stopped. Uncle “Ax” was talking. The teamster was arguing. Then everything got quiet. I heard Uncle come back, put out the light and close his door.


    I finally fell asleep with bad dreams of mules and giant chickens and eggs that spilled fire.


    At breakfast the next morning I mentioned casually that I had been out for a walk and, by the way, the teamster and his rig were gone.


    Uncle “Ax” looked at me gravely. Behind his glasses his eyes were bright. “Is that a fact?’


    He took a mouthful of hot cakes and then said, “That fellow had some pretty bad luck.” After pausing for his wife’s reaction, he continued, “Seems one of our hens laid a little omelet in his bed last night. No wonder he packed up ’n left.”


    Auntie Axford looked startled, and then at me. She smiled and gave a little throaty chuckle. “Land sakes, yes! That’s enough to drive any man away!”


    I relaxed. They weren’t going to beat this subject to death; they would not moan about childish pranks. I was among civilized people. We were adults together.


    Hurray! It was a new day and time to build me a bigger and better ranch.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    First Movie — First Costume


    


    The first movie I ever saw was a part of a serial starring Art Accord. He wore a coonskin cap and his eyes were very light. They weren’t exactly crossed but they didn’t always look in the same direction. He was brave and wonderful. After that first matinee, I schemed to go as often as possible.


    As I was only five years old, it took a lot of persuading. The Lyric, in the little town of Mayer, Arizona, was the only movie house for 50 miles around. First I had to get someone to take me to Blue Bell Siding, three miles from Dad’s mine, the Blue Bell. Then I had to coax my Aunt and Uncle Axford to get out their buckboard and hitch up old Minnie, the horse, dress for town, pack a lunch, and then plod four miles over rough roads to The Lyric.


    If we missed the 1:30 p.m. beginning, it was tough to figure out how Art Accord had gotten out of last week’s cliffhanger because there was just one show. But never mind, it was heaven to be sitting on Uncle’s lap, holding Minnie’s reins and clop-clopping toward high adventure with my pale-eyed hero. Several times I went to a movie at night with my parents. But it was not as much fun for two reasons.


    The audiences consisted of grown-ups and were, therefore, taller, so I couldn’t see very well. Also, my father invented a form of censorship I found disgusting.


    When the hero and heroine became amorous or even just close-up friendly, he would hold his old Stetson hat over my face.


    So dumb! I was scared someone I knew would see.


    Besides, his hat smelled of leather and sweat. It had a little ring of holes in the middle of the crown, but there was no use trying to see through them. If I squirmed too much, or if the picture bored him, he would take me out to the lobby where there was a soda fountain.


    I remember looking back at the movie once when he was pulling me up the aisle. I think the star was Mary Miles Minter. The hero had his arms around her, and they were slowly sinking to the ground. Suddenly the scene switched to two flowers bending toward each other. It looked SO PHONY! Even I could see the flowers were pulled by threads.


    As those two flowers nuzzled and smooched, Dad grabbed me firmly by the arm and said, “That stuff is not for you.”


    How right he was. I already knew you had to have bees; and flowers don’t kiss each other.


    My family background included fragments of legend concerning Guillaume Francoise Dechamps, a red-bearded giant who crossed over from Quebec to Michigan on the Grande Traverse. Years later in Wisconsin, he “Americanized” his name to DeCamp. He married Sadie Campbell, an Irish girl in Bodie, California, when it was a roaring gold camp. Sadie was still so pretty at 90, I suspect she was a dance hall girl — specious logic perhaps, but what was she doing in Bodie? Later, old Red Beard narrowly missed being hanged by the Mexican Bandit, Pancho Villa.


    The Hinmans, my mother’s people, were bright and progressive: One was a founder of Northwestern University, and another invented the dial telephone. They later had a daughter who became a vice-president of McGraw Hill. Both sides of my family lacked even normal acquisitiveness and willed my brother and me only curiosity and health.


    But the dial phone, Northwestern University, and McGraw-Hill were a long way from the Blue Bell Mine, deep in the mountains of Arizona circa 1915. My father, Val DeCamp, was Superintendent, head man of the mining camp — population 405.


    Everything we ate or used came past our front porch on a tram line in big iron buckets. I remember my mother groaning when she’d see the ice go by, dripping out of its gunny sack cover. If it was a 500-pound cake when it left the railroad siding, it would be 50 pounds when we got it. Then it had to be split with the boarding house next door.


    The Sears-Roebuck catalogue was our department store. We ordered all our clothing, utensils, bedding, even furniture from it. The goods came by train to the end of the railroad and then over to us on the tram buckets.


    When I was six I longed to be an Indian Chief. In the Sears catalogue there was a complete suit and feather war bonnet, “$7.98 prepaid.” The picture was beautiful. It looked like the drawings from “Hiawatha.” The feathers went around the hat and down the back. Most of the orders were C.O.D., but this costume had to be paid for in advance. They must have feared we’d muss the feathers if we sent it back.


    Finally the Indian suit arrived. It was a dream come true, my first costume! The feathers were all colors, and the tacky khaki was embroidered with fake beads. It fit fine, only the pants were long for me; I was short for my age.


    As soon as I put it on, I was somebody else. I was a great Chief. A Great Chief in Search of My People!


    While mother was absorbed in her packages I skipped out the back door to a trail that led over the mountains away from the tram line. My People wouldn’t be near a tram line.


    The sun was hot and two or three hours later I felt very lost. Cactus was everywhere, big and little, and under my knees when I stumbled. I had climbed up and down gullies, over rocks, and had seen lizards and snakes and prairie dogs, but none of My People. There didn’t seem to be any water, or even any shade. I sat on a rock, too tired to worry about rattlers. The cicadas made a buzzing hum that hurt my head and seemed to bore right into my ears.


    When I woke up, there was somebody watching me. It was a real Indian — no feathers. He was sitting on an old white horse. His clothes were beat-up Levis, no shirt, a vest, a necktie, and a greasy black fedora. I looked at him. He smiled, showing brown teeth in a brown face.


    “No…well, a little.”


    “Yeah…you from the mine. Come on. I take you home.”


    He turned the horse, got off then beckoned to me.


    This was embarrassing, but better than stumbling along behind. He put me up on the dirty blanket that covered the horse’s back. Then he took the reins and we started for home. I wondered why we couldn’t both ride. The horse was very old and bony — maybe it couldn’t carry two.


    When we arrived at the mine, there had been some concern. In the language of the corral, my mother was “fit to be tied.” Dad rewarded the Indian. Mother snatched my suit and hat, all the while wailing and crying, “Don’t you ever…ever…ever again!”


    It was all really overdone and unfair. After all, I had found My People. No use to make such a flap.


    Mother was my only teacher until I was eight, and a good one. At least, she had me reading novels when I was six. After the Indian suit episode, she leaned rather heavily on “What is REAL?” and “What is MAKE BELIEVE?” She was firm about it, and I am grateful, although I must admit I still have philosophical doubts about which is which. I have seen several actresses and actors get caught in the romantic morass of a role, or a series of parts, and never quite make it back to solid ground.


    As a mother she gets “A” for not promoting the “Big Santa Claus Myth.” She refused to be trapped, and always said, with a twinkle in her electric-blue eyes, “He is The Spirit of Christmas.” She knew that the impact of whatever is read to us in nursery years is greater than we realize. By “we,” I mean the reader or readee. My mother seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of Mother Goose, Aesop’s Fables and Grimm’s Fairy Tales around, and she read well — dramatically. For me she populated the world with lost children, mysterious forests, and wolves. The Wolf was the big enemy in my fantasies — the one who waylaid Little Red Riding Hood for instance. Also, Aesop had a lot to say about them and none of it good. But the one who was outsmarted by the Third Little Pig made the deepest impression on me. He was so successful and so tricky that only a very diligent and thoughtful little pig could survive. The message was clear: “They are out there. They will GET YOU unless you best them by getting up early, and THINKING AHEAD!”


    It took me a lot of years to realize that’s why I am not on time, but always EARLY — not optimistic about any project without an uncomfortable amount of planning, and a nag about my appointments and everyone else’s.


    Mother said these compulsions were inherited from Grandpa DeCamp who packed his lunch and left early just to say “good-bye” at the train station. But I know it’s the Wolves out there waiting for me to be late, or make some dumb move.


    Meanwhile, another danger lurked for all of us. The day my father got his commission, and orders to report for World War I, any security we had vanished abruptly.


    Our phone was a 10-party line, and I can still see his face, young and excited. He jiggled the receiver hook and shouted, “I can’t hear! Some of you folks get off the line, will you?? I’ve got to get this right…Yeah…Phoenix before the 10th…Right…First lieutenant…Engineers…Got it!”


    He turned away from the phone, saw my mother’s face and wiped his grin. I don’t think he had told her he was going. They talked late that night, and once I thought I heard her crying.


    It was puzzling. My father was going away but what for? The war didn’t mean much to me, except that the Kaiser’s picture was on a roll of toilet paper in our bathroom. I knew we were supposed to hate him, which was easy with his spiked helmet and the weird mustache.


    Besides, because of him, old mustachio, we were going to have to leave our home, and no one would tell me where we were going.


    That paranoid face came back to haunt me years later when I was in Munich in 1930 with a group of students. We attended a dance program called 1918 performed by Martha Graham and her company. They used sirens, gunfire, recorded explosions, and a strange greenish light that wandered over dozens of writhing figures. The ushers wore German helmets and skull masks. I sat through it as long as I could and then stumbled out in the hall, faint and nauseated, feeling gassed by the mustard light. I could smell death in the cordite fumes, but maybe it was a presentiment of horror for the future as well as the past. Munich seemed to be a suppurating sore of war memories — of hate and death, where almost every shop sold tourists the city’s official symbol — little silver skulls.
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      Four generations: My great-grandmother (left), my mother Margaret Elizabeth Hinman (center), Effie Houck my grandmother, and me.
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      Posing in my bonnet in 1913.
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      William “Val” DeCamp in his early 20s, c. 1905.
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      My mother, called “JoJo,” in her early 20s, c. 1905.

    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Moving


    


    We had so few possessions, leaving the Blue Bell Mine just meant putting three boxes in the tram buckets and watching them wing off over the mountains to some vague storage. Our suitcases went into the Oldsmobile, the only thing of value my parents owned.


    It was black with a cloth top, yellow wire wheels bracketed by wide running boards. I hated it because I always had to sit in the back behind Mother. Sitting behind Father was out of the question, because he would lean out and spit, and the wind would carry it back to my face. (The wind, indeed! I don’t think we averaged 20 miles an hour as the roads were rutty paths, the tires were bicycle size and hard as rocks.)


    My father was impatient with any signs of illness. Mother and I were constantly car-sick, and so was our old Pit bulldog, named Beefeater. When we had to stop, and “urp,” Mother would hold my head when she was through, then I would hold Beefeater’s head while Dad marched up and down muttering. Then he would swing into the driver’s seat and squeeze the big rubber horn.


    But this ride was quiet. Dad concealed his happy anticipation of army life, while Mother used her handkerchief a lot, and was silent.


    She always managed to shed a few tears for each scruffy boarding house, or company cabin, we left. I don’t remember having any regrets. We always moved. We had no home. Packing and moving was usual, though this time I knew that Mother was not only sad, but worried. I had heard them talking about “the savings” and selling the car in Phoenix, so this departure was different. It was more final.


    When we reached the Blue Bell Siding, Aunt and Uncle Axford were dressed up, and standing on their little wooden porch — a solemn sign, because it was nine in the morning and “Ax” belonged at the mill.


    I climbed over the side and ran to Auntie’s loving softness. She smelled of lemon verbena, and her eyes were pink from crying. But she laughed and said, “Come on in! I made cinnamon rolls. You’ve got to stop a minute!”


    Dad finally got out of the car and followed Mother. Uncle “Ax” looked at Dad and didn’t say much. Maybe he was afraid the owners would not keep him on to run the mill, with Dad gone, or that the mill would close down.


    While we wolfed the hot rolls and sweet butter, Auntie Axford pressed a little tissue-wrapped locket into my hand. Then I knew it was “good-bye.” It had belonged to her youngest daughter, the one who had died first.


    In the dark old parlor, I looked at the girl’s picture over the piano, and there was the locket at the little one’s throat. Auntie stood in the doorway, a silhouette; a dear, surrogate mother. I wanted to hear her play so much she must have sensed it, because she came toward the old upright and pulled out the stool and swirled it around.


    Then Father yelled, “Come on! We’re late. Gotta go!” I kissed Auntie quickly and ran.


    As we drove off I looked back through the isinglass window in our car. The Axfords were standing like two dolls on their porch growing smaller and smaller until they were hidden by the dust we made.


    Beefeater kept licking the tears off my face but I pushed him away and unwrapped my little locket. It was pretty and round with pink flowers on a blue ground. The clasp wouldn’t open so I held it in my pocket, warm and comforting, and smelling faintly of lemon verbena.


    When we got to Prescott Dad said, “We’ll go to the drug store and grab a sandwich. You order for me. I’ve got to see a man about something.” Mother and I sat down in those funny, curly ice-cream chairs. I could look out the window and was surprised to see Dad taking Beefeater out of the car on a leash. I wondered why — then the lady came to take our order.


    When Father came back he was alone. He patted me on the shoulder and said, “Honey, I left that old bulldog with a friend. We couldn’t take him where we’re going. He’s too big and he eats too much.”


    My throat choked up so I couldn’t drink my milkshake. But there wasn’t any use making a fuss. Mother was dabbing her eyes and Dad looked grim. Everything was just awful — especially the rest of the day. We drove for hours through the desert to Phoenix and I was lonesome in the backseat without my big slobbering friend.


    When we reached Phoenix we drove to a place Mother called “The Governor’s Mansion.” It was just a big house with lots of cool lawn and trees around it. Mother’s best friend was Mrs. Campbell, the Governor’s wife.


    We stayed there for two happy weeks.


    At least it was a happy time for me because I found a new and fabulous companion. His name was Jansen. He was the only certified lunatic I’ve known and I adored him. He was magic. In the daytime he wore a big blue smock, ballet slippers, and a pointed yellow straw hat. He didn’t walk, he skipped. He was gardener, dishwasher, and after dark, “The Butler.”


    He had come from the state insane asylum one day, carrying a plaster statue of the Holy Mother, knelt at the Campbells’ door, and prayed that “the Governor’s Lady” would accept him as her “slave.” Mrs. Campbell had a wry sense of humor and no staff to care for the mansion and grounds, so she offered him “temporary quarters.” By the time we visited them he must have been there three lively years.


    He was fey and gay — in the old as well as the modern sense. His silver curls whirled up into a candy kiss, and only his eyes betrayed the phantoms lurking behind. The pupils were shattered Rorschach blots which changed shape in the sun. I knew about his pupils first hand, because Jansen had taught me to play “Owl-y.” You kneel, facing your partner, touch foreheads, match noses, close your eyes, yell “Owl-y!” and open your eyes wide. It’s a game best played with someone you like, because when you open your eyes you are almost inside your partner’s head.


    He was a dramatic friend. Of course I had only Beefeater and Auntie Axford to measure him by. But he always had time for me — time to dance with butterflies — to build flower dolls — to skip rope — roll on the grass or to make up songs.


    The adults, I noticed, were not as enthusiastic about Jansen. This was evident the night my father had to catch his train to Camp Humphrey, New Jersey. We all sat around the fireplace in the living room. The floors were waxed and reflected the fire in the polished brass grate. There was a scarlet rug, and everyone was all dressed up. Dad looked tall and handsome in his uniform. I sat on the floor leaning against his knees, wondering how long he would be gone but afraid to ask, because when I asked questions everyone’s face changed.


    The governor said, “This fire’s not going to last. Let’s have Jansen bring in some coal.” Mrs. Campbell went into the dining room and murmured a few words and returned. Time passed. The fire flickered. Dad fidgeted. The silence lengthened, then suddenly my friend whirled through the kitchen door in his ballet slippers, a red cummerbund, and ruffled shirt, carrying a silver salver high, on which were three lumps of coal. He knelt and in absolute silence placed the coal with ice tongs, a lump at a time, on the fire. Rising, he bowed low and skipped from the room.


    I thought the whole act had a lot of style and that they were rude to laugh. They must have been nervous because the stifled whinnies and giggles went on until it was time to take Dad to the depot.


    That night I woke up and my mother was crying. The light was on and I had never seen her face like that — all torn up and ugly.


    “Mom, Mom!” I touched her shoulder but she didn’t hear me, “Please don’t cry.”


    She wouldn’t answer. I knew she was worried about my father, but there was more. We had no home and very little money. I put my arms around her and she stopped shaking. We fell asleep with the light on. I dreamed of riding in a car for hours and hours with no one driving — no one behind the wheel.


    The next morning I heard her tell Mrs. Campbell that we were going to Los Angeles to stay with some friends. She seemed so cheerful and self-assured I wondered if I’d imagined the night before.


    Jansen was tippy-toeing around in the background. Surely he would be devastated at my departure. He beckoned to me to meet him in the kitchen where he whispered, “You’re going to Los Angeles! You lucky child! That’s where they make movies. You will meet the stars and see all the wonders of the motion picture world!”


    He didn’t seem to be sad at all — just twinkling and chuckling so happily I wondered if he planned to go with us. Reaching in his smock pocket he took out a little square of pasteboard. “Now I am going to give you my picture of Viola Dana, the loveliest star of all. She sent it to me personally. When you meet her you must tell her about me and give her my love!”


    The face on the little card was blurry — probably kissed into oblivion — but the printing was clear, “Good wishes from Viola Dana.”


    He hugged me. There was a flurry of “thank yous” and packing, until we left on the train bound for California.


    The night on the train was dreamy. We had a lower berth with little frosted lights and a green net hammock I wanted to sleep in, but Mother said that was for our shoes and clothes. She propped me up on a fat pillow so I could look out the window. There was nothing to see but mountains and cactus going by in the moonlight. The sound of the wheels on the rails was lulling, “Chucketa, chucketa, chug,” then over a cattle guard “Kawonk, kawonk” and back to “Chucketa, chucketa” with once in a while a lonesome “Whooooo, whoooo” on the curves.


    In the morning it was foggy with the San Bernardino smell of orange blossoms and celery and wet earth. After the dry heat of Arizona, California was moist balm for the skin and spirit. It all seemed vaguely familiar to me. Mother explained that we had been to California before when I was three. The people we were going to visit, Mr. and Mrs. Alex Mills, were old friends from Huntington Beach.


    “Grandma” Mills claimed she had found me in a sandcastle on the beach. She was a homely little lady with a tart tongue and great authority. She and her aristocratic husband, “Daddy Mills,” lived in a rambling old house near Westlake Park. They had two grown daughters who were to become lifelong friends.


    I wondered about “the movies.” Westlake Park seemed a long way from Jansen’s world of stars.


    Oddly enough it wasn’t so far from a darker side of that world.


    On a warm, sweet-smelling day in Los Angeles, I was sitting up in a fig tree looking over six or seven back yards, where the flowers were thick and rainbow-colored: big dinner-plate dahlias, roses, hollyhocks, and cerise bougainvillea. The orange trees had orange blossoms and oranges on them at the same time.


    My tree had sweet purple figs and I had eaten too many. The ants were getting even by crawling on my sticky hands.


    The kid next door was about my age, a scrawny seven or eight, with big dark eyes. But she was snooty — or else shy. Today she sat in an old porch-swing with her back to me.


    She knew I was there, though, because I had yelled at some bees flying around the figs.


    Finally I said in a loud voice, “Hmmmmm…Well, I guess I better get down.”


    She stopped swinging and looked around. I gave a kind of half-wave which I could pretend was for the bees if she didn’t respond.


    She walked over to the fence and looked up at me.


    I was very offhand, “Want some figs? Come on up.”


    Then I really got a surprise. Her face cracked into a big grin. She jumped the fence, grabbed a limb of the fig tree, and swung onto a branch beside me so fast it took my breath away.


    “Bet you can’t do that.”


    “No…I guess I can’t.”


    She looked off into space and bit into a fig.


    “I used to be with the circus.”


    I was dazzled. She was so young — and little. Less than my size. She gave me a cool Gypsy stare. “My family’s in pictures now.” “Pictures?”


    Her lip curled. “The movies, kid. Where’re you from?”


    She was too much! The circus. Now movies. Boy, was I a hick! I got my voice back. “You mean…you are in the movies?”


    She was world-weary. “Not yet. But I will be.”


    “Who is in the movies? I mean at your house?”


    For a moment her face was grim. Then she grabbed another fig and said nonchalantly, “My sister. She’s a stunt girl.”


    A stunt girl. What was that? My ignorance was so vast I didn’t know what to ask, how least to risk her scorn.


    I settled for, “I sure would like to see her.”


    She shook her head. “No…I tell you what, I’ll get some of her ‘stills.’ Wait right here.”


    She did some kind of quick flip and was running up her own porch steps. What were stills? And why couldn’t she have asked me over to her house, the way we did at home?


    Her porch door banged and she was back with a large envelope, scrootching down beside me, not even out of breath. “Now we have to be very careful of these. Don’t get any muck on ’em. And we mustn’t bend ’em.”


    She took out a big glossy black-and-white picture of the most beautiful human being I had ever seen. It was a portrait of a young woman.


    The face was misty white, eyes big and dark, with lots of eyelashes. She seemed delicate but strong, like a marble statue. There was a lot of fluffy tulle around her shoulders. The eyes were looking right at me, ready to smile.


    “Pretty, huh? That’s Rosa.”


    I just kept looking into those eyes.


    “Hey! Don’t get it sticky. Here’s the other one.”


    This one was different. She was on top of a train and seemed to be about to jump down. Her body was tense, her eyes glowered. She must have been joking with whoever was taking the picture, because her smile was wide and mischievous. Her arms were up, a coat flung out and the wind blowing against her silk dress molded the lovely body and long legs.


    I knew it was time to say something, but I couldn’t stop staring. My friend was chewing and spitting out fig skins.


    “Y’see, these here are what they call ‘stills.’ All actors have ’em to get jobs. She’s about to do a stunt…gonna jump off a moving train. She can do all kinds of stunts. Jump off buildings, drive over cliffs, fall off horses. She used to be in the circus. She taught me a lot of swings and loops and stuff on the high wire, when I was real little. But then…we quit the circus ’cause somebody discovered her.”


    My friend looked sideways at me to see if I was getting all this.


    I closed my mouth and nodded, not having any idea what “discovered” meant.


    A voice from behind her screen door called, “Lena!”


    She wiped her hands on her skirt and carefully put the pictures back in the envelope. “Gotta go. See ya tomorrow.” She was over the fence, up her back steps and out of sight.


    I tried to talk to Grandma Mills about our glamorous neighbors, but she was peeling peaches for dinner and in no mood for gossip. At dinner I waited for grace to be said, Father Mills’ assessment of the stock market, Aunt Nita’s “How naughty-my-pupils-were-today” story, until finally everyone took a mouthful of food at the same time. Then I plunged:


    “Uh…I met the girl next door today. Did you know her sister Rosa’s in the movies?”


    Grandma Mills sniffed. “Not any more. That poor thing lies up there in a dark room with a crushed spine.”


    Aunt Nita glanced over at me, and then whispered, “Mother, don’t!”


    But Grandma Mills went right on, “Well, they’ve had to cut off one leg already. I doubt she’ll ever get downstairs again.”


    My throat closed. I couldn’t swallow, or excuse myself. Those beautiful long legs…that laughing face…


    I left the table just in time.


    It was several days before I saw Lena again. She came over to the fence one morning when I was picking snails off the dahlias. She was so quiet I was startled and shouted, “Hi! Where’ve you…?” She whispered, “Don’t make any noise. Rosa’s very sick. The doctor’s there now. I can’t play. I have to do dishes. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    But I didn’t see her the next day. The house next door was dark and quiet in the daytime. At night there were lights at all hours. Out front, people were coming and going in carriages and motor cars.


    Two days later Lena called to me from the fence. Her eyes were big and sad. “Rosa died. The funeral’s this afternoon. You oughta see the flowers the studio sent!”


    I couldn’t find any words. I just stood there, dumb.


    Lena turned and walked toward her back door. I noticed she was all dressed up in white lace with shiny black shoes. She looked different. Older. Maybe because she moved slowly.


    The next day my mother came to take me with her. Just before we left, I ran out and climbed up in the fig tree to look at Lena’s house. There were no signs of life. The curtains were drawn, no smoke came from the kitchen chimney. I whistled. Pretty soon her back door opened and I waved. She came hurtling over the fence and swung up into the tree.


    “Lena, I’ve got to go with my mother. But I’ll be back.”


    She gave me the faraway Gypsy stare.


    “I’m sorry about Rosa.”


    She turned her head and didn’t say anything.


    “What happened to her?”


    Her back was to me now. She threw a fig at a cat in the next yard. “She died. She just died.”


    “But I mean before…How did she get hurt?”


    Lena’s face was hard. I thought she wasn’t going to answer. Then the words tumbled out like sobs. “She…she had to jump from a big building…supposed to be on fire. The first time they did it, it was all right. The rehearsal, you know. Then when they lit the fire…I guess it scared her. She jumped, but…they didn’t catch her right.”


    I waited, but she didn’t say any more.


    My mother called me from the house. I put my hand on Lena’s shoulder. She didn’t move, so I climbed down. When I looked back, she was still sitting all hunched up in the tree.


    That was the last time I saw her except in my mind. Later, when we returned, her house was all closed up. Grandpa Mills said they had moved.


    Many years afterwards when I was sitting on the Screen Actors Guild Board, it all came back, clear and sharp.


    One of the stunt men was urging a wage raise for his group. He said something like, “Hell! You oughta see our insurance rates. And most of the time we can’t get any. Who wants to bet on the life of a guy jumping out of a burning building?”


    We voted for the raise. But I remembered Rosa and thought, “It’s never enough.”

  


  
    Chapter 4


    What Was it Like?


    


    The Mills Family and my mother held one of those exclusive board meetings to which no minor is ever invited, and decided I must enter a girls’ private boarding school. They helped mother enroll in a secretarial school on Flower Street, in downtown Los Angeles, and she found a one-room apartment across the street.


    It was time to stop visiting friends, and step out in the world. Mother had been a pianist and music teacher, so I suppose she planned to transfer her digital competence to the typewriter and earn us a living.


    This all sounded very practical and wise, except that I was paralyzed with fear. What did I know of other children? What did I know of classes, or manners, or all those other things I knew would be forced upon me? I had never been in a schoolroom in my life. I had never played with a child my own age. My school was on West Adams — a vast old house with “day” and boarding pupils from five years to 12. The first night at dinner my social fate was sealed.


    I sat next to the headmistress, a bony lady with too much smile. There was cocoa and toast and not much else. Feeling sorry for this meager outlay, I was determined to put them at ease. I seized a piece of toast and said, “Oh, toast! Mother says ‘Toast is good for kids…’ ”


    There was silence for a few moments and then snickers down the long table. The head said condescendingly, “I’m glad you like it. We don’t say ‘kids’ here, unless we are speaking of baby goats.”


    From then on I was Baby Goat and lacked any friends except the motherly cook, who often took me to her room to show me pictures of her home and all her relatives in Austria.


    It was a bleak time for us. My school work was all right. They put me in the third grade where I could do neat sums. But after the books Mother had allowed me to read, the reading material was asinine. It was a kind of neo-Mother Goose, so I looked out the window and dreamed of freedom, which came rather suddenly one spring day.


    At 10 o’clock, during recess, everyone got a slice of brown bread smeared with applesauce. And we had better eat it. Our brave soldiers were fighting and lacked anything this delicious, so eat it up, every crumb! This logic, like the “starving Armenians,” was patently false, but by now I had learned to shut up and question nothing.


    All of a sudden my head felt burning hot and the grass went round and round. When I fell, my face went flat in the applesauce. I couldn’t move.


    It was 1918 and the influenza epidemic hurt almost everyone to some degree. I was taken to my mother’s apartment. No hospital beds were available, and we couldn’t have afforded one anyway. Mother had paid my school tuition, as well as her own, and then taken a year’s lease on her tiny one-room-and-kitchen apartment. There must have been very little left to live on.


    For me, time was a dream, and fever the illusion of Time and Space reversed. Space ticked off hours, while Time enveloped me in spider’s silk.


    I had double pneumonia with a high temperature and I can recall only snatches of those weeks. Mother found an elderly doctor nearby. I don’t remember seeing his face; I only remember hearing a far off, mumbling voice. One day Mother said she felt her “little eight-year-old was slipping away.” (Her generation loved phrases like that.) She called the doctor to tell him, but the nurse who answered the phone was crying. She said the doctor had died that morning.


    Somehow, with prayer and a lot of will power, Mother dragged me back to life. When I became conscious, our little room seemed surprisingly dark. I had been a long way from there, where there was light and endless space. There were times when I would wake up and my mother would be kneeling by my bed fast asleep, her face and hair wet with tears. She remembered that I touched her face and said, “Don’t cry, Mom. I’m all right.” That may not have been true, but that’s the way she always told it. The residue of her story stayed with me the rest of my life — the conviction that prayer can be stronger than death. Later, when I could sit up, she would look searchingly at me and ask all kinds of questions, principally, “What was it like?” and “What did you see?” I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I tried to oblige with some Sunday School fantasies. All I really remembered was light and sound — sound that wasn’t exactly music, just pleasant.


    Mother enjoyed telling me I was “different now” — probably because she was lonely. She HAD pulled me through a serious illness; also it was more dramatic to believe that I had died, and come back. Maybe she hoped for a docile, “color-it-Angel” type of behavior. Whatever the basis, it was ego-sauce for an id that was already bigger than both of us.


    I began to think of myself as “precious,” with a kind of spiritual antenna which could pick up extra-sensory data. This must have been sticky at age eight.


    Nevertheless, I have a kind of “borrowed time” optimism and I still have days when I know what people will say before they say it. I have attacks of prescience that precede disasters, that tell me what card will be drawn, how to find lost articles, and — something very valuable in raising the young — tells me who did it.


    I also believe that every human has potentially the same insights, and that it is simply a discipline of concentration, having nothing to do with “coming back.”


    As for death, no one in all of literature has summed it up quite as well as Woody Allen who said, “I’m not afraid to die. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”


    Fortunately for us, as well as the whole world, the war ended and we were on our way to meet Dad in New York.
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