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ACCLAIM FOR FOSSE



“Wasson is a smart and savvy reporter, and his book abounds with colorful firsthand tales … Required reading for anyone eager to understand [Fosse’s] brand of—to use a term that appears here constantly, and can’t be outdone—razzle-dazzle.”

— Janet Maslin, New York Times



“Spellbinding … You don’t need to be a Broadway expert to enjoy this … It’s all here: accounts of [Fosse’s] monstrous, masterful directing style; the explosive personal battles behind his Tony-winning triumphs; his incendiary relationship with Gwen Verdon. Wasson simply doesn’t miss a thing.”

— Entertainment Weekly



“[Fosse] razzles, dazzles, and delights … Filled with the kind of inside detail that comes of substantial research, and vivid descriptions that turn the research into a sort of movie in your head.”

— Bob Mondello, NPR



“I’ve been tearing through Fosse … Wasson is a canny chronicler of old Hollywood and its outsize personalities … More than that, he understands that style matters, and, like his subjects, he has a flair for it.”

— Michael Schulman, The New Yorker



“Fascinating and exhaustive … Wasson has taken complete control of his subject.”

— Ethan Mordden, Wall Street Journal



“A smart, impeccably researched biography.”

— Bruce Handy, Vanity Fair



“Magnificent … Detailed and exacting … Fosse is one of the best, most entertaining biographies I have ever read … [Wasson’s] intelligent prose flies off the page. He’s not only an impressive researcher—he interviewed more than 300 of Fosse’s friends and associates—but a wonderfully witty writer who chose every one of the book’s vast number of words with extraordinary care. And he’s got a killer sense of humor. Some sentences of this book are so damn funny that I laughed out loud.”

— Ed Sikov, Film Quarterly



“Punchy, vital … Not only the best of the Fosse biographies available; it’s one of the sharpest showbiz chronicles in years … Wasson’s a delightful stylist … The book gives us a three-dimensional portrait of a beautiful train wreck sixty years in the making, and it’s astutely balanced between what happened onstage or in front of a camera, and what Bob Fosse did in his off-hours to sway away the demons—or invite them in again.”

— Michael Phillips, Chicago Tribune



“Wasson’s biography is richly researched and passionate, and while Fosse’s film pursuits are only a part of the story, his life had a cinematic sweep.”

— Steven Rea, Philadelphia Inquirer



“Fantastic … Wasson is the perfect biographer for Fosse.”

— Laura Lippman, Guardian



“Wasson, so skilled at providing a macro overview—he seamlessly outlines the history of both the American stage and the American movie musical to better foreground Fosse’s transformations of each—has also written a book filled with dazzling aperçus.”

— Newsday



“Page-turning, comprehensively rendered … [Wasson’s] narrative style has a jazzy, discursive, and relentless energy well aligned with its subject.”

— USA Today



“Fast-paced, fascinating.”

— Dina Gachman, Los Angeles Review of Books



“Fabulous … A page-turner … [Wasson’s] got insight; it’s almost painfully acute the way he’s inside the emotions and psychology of artists and performers. It’s possible there’s never been a show-biz bio as aware as this.”

— Bay Area Reporter



“Definitive.”

— Hollywood Reporter



“Amazingly well written.”

— New York Journal of Books



“Scintillating … There’s an enormous amount of scholarship here, yet the story never drags.”

— Publishers Weekly (starred review)



“Lushly researched … Moving and memorable … Graceful prose creates a richly detailed and poignant portrait.”

— Kirkus Reviews (starred review)



“Thoroughly researched and fascinating … Engrossing.”

— Library Journal (starred review)



“A pure joy to read, cover to cover.”

— Booklist (starred review)




How much time do I have?



— Bob Fosse




THE END

Gwen Verdon, legally Mrs. Bob Fosse, was smiling big. She had perched herself in the foyer beside a tray of champagne flutes so that, with the help of a few servers, she could pass them out between air-kisses and the occasional embrace. Verdon held herself with a poise befitting her legacy as the one-time greatest musical-comedy star in the world, and though her glory days were far behind her, one could immediately recognize the naughty, adorable, masterfully flirtatious song-and-dance girl Broadway had fallen in love with. Fosse’s best friend, Paddy Chayefsky, had called her the Empress.1

Around eight o’clock, the flurry of famous and obscure, some of them in black tie, others dressed merely for a great time, hugged and kissed their way off the pavement and into Tavern on the Green. They passed Verdon as they headed down the mirrored hall to the Tavern’s Crystal Ballroom, a fairy-tale vision of molded ceilings and twinkling chandeliers where light was low and sweet and a dark halo of cigarette smoke hovered over the ten-piece band. They played before a wide-open dance floor and dozens of tables apoof with bouquets. Each place was set with a miniature black derby,2 a tiny magic wand, and a little toy box that, when opened, erupted with cheers and applause.

For Fosse’s haute clique of friends, lovers, and those in between, the night of October 30, 1987, was the best worst night in show-business history. In work or in love, they had all fought Fosse (in many cases, they had fought one another for Fosse), and they had always come back. No matter the pain he caused, they understood that on the other side of hurt, grace awaited them. His gift — their talent — awaited them. But now that Fosse was dead — this time permanently — many wondered how his wife, daughter, and armies of girlfriends, separated by their own claims on his love, would learn to hold his legacy.

The site of sundry Fosse movie premieres and opening-night bashes, Tavern on the Green had hosted the oddest pairings of writers, dancers, and production people, old and young, sober and drunk, but tonight, the dance floor seemed to scare them away.

People talked in separate clusters. Liza Minnelli cut a line through the procession, squeezed Verdon’s hand, and made her way toward Elia Kazan. Then came Roy Scheider. Without stopping, he nodded at Verdon and eased past Fosse’s agent, Sam Cohn, who was wall-flowering by Fosse’s psychiatrist, Dr. Clifford Sager, and Alan Heim, editor of Fosse’s autobiographical tour de force All That Jazz. “Alan,” producer Stuart Ostrow said, “you know, Bob always said you edited his life.”3 There was Cy Coleman; Sanford Meisner; Buddy Hackett; Dianne Wiest; Herb Schlein, the Carnegie Deli maître d’ who kept linen napkins set aside for Bobby and Paddy, his favorite customers for twenty years. Where was Fosse’s ally and competitor Jerome Robbins? (He was free that night, though he’d RSVP’d no.)4 Peering into the crowd, Verdon spotted what remained of Fosse’s closest friends — Herb Gardner, E. L. Doctorow, Neil Simon, Steve Tesich, Peter Maas, Pete Hamill — all writers, whom Fosse idolized for mastering the page, the one act he couldn’t. They were slumped over like tired dancers and seemed lost without Paddy, Lancelot of Fosse’s Round Table. “If there is an afterlife,”5 Gardner said, “Paddy Chayefsky is at this moment saying, ‘Hey, Fosse, what took you so long?’”

Before his cardiac bypass, Fosse had added a codicil to his will: “I give and bequest the sum of $25,000 to be distributed to the friends of mine listed … so that when my friends receive this bequest they will go out and have dinner on me.”

Fosse thought the worst thing in the world (after dying) would be dying and having nobody there to celebrate his life, so he divided the twenty-five grand evenly among sixty-six people — it came out to $378.79 each — and then had them donate that money back to the party budget so that they’d feel like investors and be more likely to show up.6 Bob Fosse — the ace dancer, Oscar and Tony and Emmy Award–winning director and choreographer who burned to ash the pink heart of Broadway, revolutionized the movie musical twice, and changed how it danced — died hoping it would be standing room only at his party, and it was. Many more than his intended sixty-six shouldered in — some thought over two hundred came that night — but after a lifetime in show business, having amassed a militia of devoted associates, he had not been sure they all really really loved him. Had he been there, Fosse would have been studying their faces from across the room, keeping track of who told the truth and who told the best lies. Who really missed him? Who pretended to? Who was acting pretentious? Who was auditioning? He would have called Hamill and asked him later that night7, waking him up, probably, at two in the morning. Fosse would fondly and faithfully deride the bereaved, but underneath he’d be worrying about the house, how many came, where they laughed, and if they looked genuinely sad.

“This is incredibly sad,”8 said Arlene Donovan on one side of the room.

“I’m having the best time,”9 said Alan Ladd Jr. on another.

Roy Scheider, who had played a version of Fosse in All That Jazz, scrutinized every detail of the party scene from behind his cigarette and said, “It was as if he was orchestrating it.”10 He laughed.

Stanley Donen eyed Scheider. “My God,” Donen thought, “I’m watching this with Fosse’s ghost.”11

By midnight many had said their goodbyes, but you wouldn’t know it to hear the band, grooving hard on their second wind. Ties were loosened. High heels dangled from fingers. Only the inner circle remained. Here was Fosse’s daughter, Nicole. Here was Gwen Verdon, his wife. Here was Ann Reinking, Fosse’s friend and girlfriend of many years. Along with his work, they were the living record of his fervor, adored and sinned against, difficult to negotiate, impossible to rationalize.

In a quiet room away from the clamor,12 Fosse’s last girlfriend, Phoebe Ungerer, wept. Then she left.

Suddenly Ben Vereen flew to the dance floor.13 He threw his hands into the air and then onto his hips and started slithering. At first he was alone, but moments later the crowd caught on. Reinking followed with Nicole and the eternal redhead,14 Nicole’s mother, the Empress. The bandleader upped the tempo to a funk sound with the kind of heavy percussion Fosse loved, and Fosse’s three women moved closer together.15 Verdon, sixty-two; Reinking, thirty-eight; and Nicole, twenty-four — wife, mistress, daughter — started swaying, their arms entwined, moving together in an unmistakably sensual, sexy way. Their eyes closed and their bodies merged with the beat, pulsing together, like a hot human heart. Others joined them. First ex-girlfriends, then writers. A circle formed, closing in around the women, then opened, then closed, ceaselessly breaking apart and coming together. Grief and laughter poured out of them in waves.




SIXTY YEARS

He was losing to the blank page.1 The problem was not that Bobby Fosse didn’t know how to draw; it was that he didn’t know what to draw to please them a second time. A year earlier, in fourth grade, he had drawn a picture they loved, a rowdy, funny Halloween parade of ghouls and goblins. His teacher was so impressed she sent his artwork to the Field Museum, one of Chicago’s finest cultural institutions, and for a short time, it hung on the wall there, and his friends and family went to admire it, and him, the young genius of Ravenswood Elementary. Fosse had known then that a repeat success would be expected of him the following year, and as Halloween came around again, he felt the grownups peering over his shoulder and onto the blank page, a mean mirror as white as death. Out of ideas, he colored it with the same figures he’d used in the fourth-grade drawing, the same ghouls and goblins, and presented the finished work to his teacher, who was obviously not impressed; she did not send it to the Field Museum, his friends and family did not come, his head was not patted, and Fosse’s drawing career was over.

His father, Cyril Fosse, was also a failure. He failed in show business. “By the time I was born, he was a salesman,”2 Fosse said, “but he told me about the act.” The act: the words lit up Cy’s face. He described it to his son as the greatest show on earth. “It was probably one of the worst acts I’ve ever heard in my life,”3 Fosse said. “But he was very romantic about it.” Cy played the spoons, his brother did some trick stuff with the piano, and in between the four threw their arms around one another and sang barbershop quartet. For the finale, one of them would snap a bedsheet over the piano, and Richard Fosse — wearing a blindfold and thick canvas gloves — played requests to oohs and aahs. Cy told all this to little Bobby Fosse, weaving a colorful tale of bygone glories and heroic saves. He insisted that they’d made a few rounds of a third-rate vaudeville circuit before Uncle Richard got cancer. When Richard’s leg was amputated, the act ended. When Richard died, Cy gave up hope of a revival.4

Now the closest he got to the spotlight was singing for a local Norwegian choral group.5 Other than that, Cy Fosse was ordinary, no unhappier than the next guy. Round of face and gut, he was a kind enough man, a good Methodist and a proud father, but he guarded his own blandness in a way Bobby found punitive. “[Cy] would always eat a wedge of iceberg lettuce with salt [only] and wouldn’t try anything else,”6 Ann Reinking recalled. “He ate it that way until the day he died. He was so right-angled. It bothered Bob.”

Cy always seemed to be on the road, supposedly hard at work for the Hershey Chocolate Company. Bob would remember him as being closer to Willy Loman than George M. Cohan, and he saw his mother, Sadie, a 235-pound former spear-carrying extra in the opera, as something like Cy’s general manager.7 “My mother was an old-time matriarch,”8 he said. “She left school at thirteen, but she knew every word in the dictionary. She ran the home, but she wisely allowed my father to think he did.” Sadie had a heart problem.9 She did the best she could with the housework, but some days, or weeks, she struggled to get out of bed and make supper for the family. Her illness put an extra strain on Cy, already whipped by the Depression, but he hauled the family through on the strength of his midwestern work ethic. He bought them a home with a little front yard and a little backyard in a pleasant enough section of Chicago’s middle-class North Side, where nothing was more than a few blocks away and neighbors always knew one another’s business. The house at 4428 North Paulina had room enough for their five children — Cyril Jr. (called Buddy), Edward, Donald, Patsy, and Robert Louis Fosse, the youngest Fosse and by far the cutest, born June 23, 1927, sixty years before he died.

He had his mother’s jalopy heart. Asthma too.10 Or perhaps it was his early attacks of pneumonia in both lungs — potentially fatal,11 especially for a small child — that branded Bobby a perennial innocent to Sadie. She cast her youngest as the defenseless good boy, and in time he found the part suited him. While the older boys wrestled one another for the football and stole cars off the street, tiny Bob went into the entertainment-of-mother business, and warm floods of attention came his way. (Lenny Bruce said,12 “The reason I’m in this business, I assume all performers are — it’s ‘Look at me, Ma!’”) Sadie Fosse lived in fear that Bobby’s pneumonia would come back,13 and she watched over his every step, admonishing him for playing too hard or running too fast, filling him with nervous caution and self-defense. “If I get pneumonia a third time,”14 he told a friend, “I probably won’t make it.”

They were a bouncy bunch.15 Equipped with a phonograph and a radio, the Fosses could transform into a seven-person (and two-dog) repertory company at a moment’s notice. Sometimes Cyril Sr. would push the furniture to the walls, steal Sadie from the kitchen, and show the boys how a man really danced with a woman. Rarely would he sing. Though Mr. Fosse had a fine tenor voice, he felt effeminate using it offstage. There was a piano too, which Sadie played, filling the room with honky-tonk as Cy, wagging fingers in the air, Suzie-Q’d around the dogs.

With so many people making so much noise, dinner could be fun, but Bobby had to fight the grownups to be heard. He would remember his father eyeing him from the head of the table. “He used to tell me,16 ‘Always leave ’em with a joke,’” Fosse recalled. “‘Don’t leave the table without saying something funny.’ It was heavy stuff to lay on a kid.” Cy’s advice sagged with his own failure. “That was one of the reasons I think he wanted me to be in show business,”17 Fosse said. There was no doubting Bobby was born with the look. His pink cheeks called out for pinches, and his hair begged to be tousled. An aerodynamic piston, Bobby was the blond embodiment of 1927. (How this adorable rascal had sprung from Sadie’s and Cyril’s nineteenth-century DNA, no geneticist could possibly explain.) It might have been due to Bobby’s good looks or perhaps to the fact that, as the smallest, he seemed defenseless, but whatever the reason, his father decided that Bobby would be the one to fill Cyril’s dead brother’s shoes. “Bob was the favorite,”18 Ann Reinking said. “His parents decided he was the boy that was going to make it for them.”

“I was a good kid,”19 he said, “so I had to be a good kid. You’re trapped by your own publicity.” At too young an age, Bobby knew that not even the most capable person could outdo himself night after night, seven dinners a week, especially when his six dinner companions, all older and bigger than he was, were occupied outdoing one another. “I come from a big family,”20 he explained. “Maybe they never paid attention to me.”

He was told to escort his sister Patsy,21 then only ten, to dance class at the nearby Chicago Academy of Theater Arts. Patsy didn’t want to go, but nine-year-old Bobby was a good boy and, according to his mother, needed the exercise. She wouldn’t let him play baseball or football, and the academy was nearby, only a three-minute walk from home. And there was something in it for Bobby too — Patsy’s friends. “I had a crush on one of the girlfriends,”22 he said, “so I said, ‘Gee, I’m not going to get left out of this.’”

Canopied by twin rows of sidewalk trees, those quiet blocks from the Fosse home to the academy, on the corner of Ashland and Montrose, might have made for a pleasant stroll if Patsy hadn’t cried the whole way there. Bobby tried to console her but nothing he said did any good. She simply did not want to dance.23 If it had been 1965 instead of 1936, by which time Fosse had mastered the art of handling unwilling dancers and actors, he might have been able to soothe, or even frighten, Patsy into leaping without looking. But it was 1936, so he just walked her around the corner and across the street to a tiny upstairs studio, a converted apartment above a drugstore, where he made the acquaintance of a dozen other youngsters, mostly girls, and a spindly rake with a pencil mustache who went by the name of Frederic Weaver.

There was more than a touch of forgery about him, but Fred Weaver was the real thing, a been-everywhere, all-around veteran of the performing arts (some of those less artful than others), rumored to have led24 the Toronto Symphony Orchestra and studied music theory with the illegitimate son of Richard Wagner.25 He was (he said) a close personal friend of both Cesar Romero and Mickey Rooney’s father. Who knew how old he was? Weaver had a daughter, somewhere, and a first wife he should never have married. “If you want to be in show business,” he told the kids, “don’t get married.” He played the violin, but he’d lost his touch after the accident, he told them in his thin British accent (from central Illinois), that damaged the fingers on his left hand. That put a crimp in his piano playing too, but Mr. Weaver still played, standing up over the keys the way he’d learned to do as a pit player in silent-movie orchestras. From monocle to faded spats, his costume suggested an ersatz sophistication somewhere between Fagin and Fred Astaire, a goodhearted opportunist and an all-purpose codger who tap-danced the children in with a low bow, a straw hat in one hand and an agent’s contract in the other. “I, the undersigned,”26 it read, “offer to employ you to be my sole and exclusive personal representative and manager.” Here was Weaver’s way out of the Depression: turn a good kid into a good dancer, and everyone got a percentage.

His students loved him. Weaver was their mentor, their father figure, and he gave them their first taste of meaning — life lessons of the show-business world. First and foremost, he made sure they understood respect: respect for others, respect for yourself. “Mr. Weaver taught us how to act like professionals,”27 said Charlie Grass, a classmate of Fosse’s at the Chicago Academy of Theater Arts. “He told us Eddie Cantor believed in being good to the people going up the ladder of success because you’re going to need them on the way down.” A sign on the wall said Your Body Is a Temple,28 Treat It as Such. And that meant no smoking, Weaver explained, lighting another cigarette as he spoke, and no hanky-panky. Respect one another’s bodies. Be professional, Weaver had said, with each other.

“And remember this:29 There’s always someone better than you. Remember that. You’re not the best. There’s always someone better than you, and everything’s been done before.”

To prove his point, Weaver told them about vaudeville, about Al Jolson and Sophie Tucker and Eddie Cantor and the Nicholas Brothers, who leapfrogged each other down flights of stairs, came up from splits with no hands, and tapped better than Fred Astaire, who could tap better than anyone. Weaver told them a great act was a performer’s ticket to the top, and his signature novelty was his secret weapon. “If you do the time step,” he said, “put a twist on it.” Durante had his “ha-cha-cha” exit. Pat Rooney hiked his pants up and did the clog. Joe Frisco popped his derby off his head like a champagne cork as he tumbled a cigar in and out of his mouth. Groucho Marx bent his knees and zigzagged across the stage. Weaver told them about the magicians and the comics and whiz dancers and the Palace Theater in New York City and the feeling of being center stage, the volcanic high one gets after years of nights of practice when, finally, the hat falls at the right time, at just the right angle, and the cane seems to dance on its own. Once he got going, after a swig from the bottle, there was no doubting Fred Weaver’s love of entertainment, of movies, opera, dance, ballet, tap …

Bobby Fosse fell in love with Mr. Weaver. He called him Skipper. No one else did.

The academy had a good dance floor and a ballet barre and a few small holes in the brick that could pass for windows. That was about it. Behind Weaver’s desk,30 a cramped hallway led off to someplace the students were not allowed to investigate, but if they stayed late after class and hid behind the piano, they could hear Weaver and Marguerite Comerford, dance teacher and Weaver’s sometime lover, hollering at each other from the back rooms.

Comerford knew ballet, but as a former Tiller Girl, her claims to fame were her high kicks and precision tapping, the sort of chorus choreography that would one day roll through Ziegfeld’s theater and eventually influence the Rockettes. Miss Comerford was nothing special to look at — long legs and black hair — but she was terrific with the kids, and Weaver, who didn’t know from ballet, knew he would have no shop without her. Trixie, he called her. At one point, they married. Together, Weaver and Comerford were a perfect instruction manual for a young hoofer, he the text and she the living illustration. “She filled me with all of these wonderful thoughts,”32 Fosse said, “and the magic of dancing. She cared a great deal about us. So it was a woman, really, that brought me to dancing. It was a woman that brought me everywhere.”

Miss Comerford, the most elegant woman Bobby had ever known, was certainly the most elegant professional to grace the academy. The rest were entertainers, circus performers,33 and stage acts brought in by Weaver to teach the basics of showbiz comportment. To Fosse, they were the big time. Jack Halloran, a local emcee with a speakeasy kind of mien, showed him how to address a microphone. Chris, a Barnum and Bailey clown with a big gold tooth and a scalp as bare as an eight ball, taught the kids how to fall without getting hurt and how with pantomime they could make an audience think that a bucket of confetti was actually a bucket of water. Radio personality Gilbert Ferguson brought in scripts from his soap-opera serials and helped them practice enunciation.

None of the specialty skills gave Fosse any trouble; he could tap, clog, and tumble like a pro, but whereas his classmates seemed to double in stature when they were onstage, Fosse seemed to disappear.34 As much as he loved an audience, he danced away from them, rolling himself up like a crustacean, as if he were ashamed to be seen. Which he was. No one at Ravenswood Elementary knew what he did after three o’clock. He wouldn’t let them. They would have called Bobby girls’ names and laughed him out of recess. “They would accept the tap dancing, and the tumbling,”35 Fosse said, “but the tights and the ballet shoes were hidden in the bottom of the drawer, and I’d sneak those in in a paper bag, you know?” Ballet stifled him. Fosse had no turnout, no extension, and he felt sissy pointing his hands and toes like a prima ballerina. “He was always told to keep his fingers together and his hands down,”36 Grass recalled, “but up they’d go again, his palms out, his fingers spread. That was his style even then. He was doing Jolson and Eddie Cantor.” Almost Jungian in resonance, these gestures of showbiz’s past would one day form the syntax of Fosse’s dance talk. But not yet. In Miss Comerford’s class, Bobby was reprimanded for sloppy technique.37 That there was vaudeville: his first naughty act.



Once a year, the academy presented a recital for the parents. In Fosse’s first,38 held at Chicago’s Medinah Country Club on June 15, 1936, he played a policeman in the Toy-Town Revue and performed a tap solo (“Stepping It Out”). Fosse also appeared with the full company in the ballet ensemble, though he was afraid of what his father would think of his son’s sissy-flitting through the colored lights. Cy, though he danced the social dances of the day, drew a hard line at first position. And paying for it seemed a lavish indulgence. These being Depression years, cutting some corners could make a difference to such a large family, which, in 1937, had grown one girl larger. Marianne, Bobby’s newest and fifth sibling, was added to the dinner table next to Buddy, who had left home but then returned, bringing with him his new bride and not much income. Thus Sadie and Cy,39 already stretched to the limit, stretched further: he traveling longer hours in search of more money, she finding ways to prepare bigger meals for more mouths. Fosse’s theatrical training was not essential.

And he had been improving too. On June 15, 1937, Fosse played the role of Master of Ceremonies, one of his favorite parts, in “Le Petite Café,” act one of La Folies de l’Academie, Weaver and Comerford’s annual recital. A ten-year-old Maurice Chevalier, he tipped his hat to the Gendarme, the Maid, and the Waiters as they crossed le petit boulevard. It was a good part. Keeping an eye on Fosse’s progress, Weaver ushered him from the recital to the YMCA amateur hour in 1938 and then to a lead in a comedy sketch (“Fun in a Courthouse”) for the spring show that year. In November 1937,40 Fosse was the star of Myrtle Church’s fourth annual Family Nite and Armistice Celebration. La Folies de l’Academie of 1938, presented by F. Weaver with dances by M. Comerford, prominently featured Bobby Fosse’s “Junior Follies.” He kept climbing. “Mr. Weaver really watched us in recitals,”41 Grass said. “The students he thought had talent he took to the Masons and the Elks and then it progressed to money jobs.”

Charlie Grass, one of Weaver’s best ballet dancers, was part of a trio, a pintsize version of the Ritz Brothers, and about the time Cy Fosse fell behind on his son’s dance-tuition payments, Charlie’s group lost two-thirds of its talent, which meant that Weaver, their agent, lost his commission. A double act was far easier to book than a solo, and by teaming Fosse with Grass, Weaver could get back his agent’s fee plus enough to cover the tuition Cy Fosse owed him. Best of all — from Cy’s point of view, at least — after Weaver was paid off, Bobby’s share of the profits would go to his father. With all parties pleased, Bobby Fosse signed a contract granting Weaver 15 percent of his earnings for the next ten years, through Fosse’s twenty-first birthday.

Grass and Fosse were a team, and after a round of paper-scissors-rock, they had a name, the Riff Brothers, an homage to the Nicholas Brothers, and they threw a second round of paper-scissors-rock to decide on their costumes, which would be purchased at a secondhand-clothing shop on Maxwell Street and tailored to fit them by Charlie’s aunt Rita. For the first part of the act, their double, they’d dance side by side in black tails and starched collars; in the second, the singles, they’d wear white dinner jackets. For the third and final part, their competition dance, they would keep the white dinner jackets on and draw cheers one-upping each other with the kind of flash antics made famous by the Nicholas Brothers. “We’d each do tricks,” Grass explained. “Squat wings, eagle wings, over-the-tops, things like that. We didn’t do a lot of acrobatics. We wanted to be more like Fred Astaire. We never put our hands on the floor.” The steps came compliments of Miss Comerford, but the concept — marrying Fosse’s tap with Grass’s ballet — was pure Weaver.

Bobby’s interests expanded from his own routines to include larger matters, like overseeing life at the studio and running the academy’s newsletter, “CATA Gossip,” which he’d founded and which he wrote, edited, and distributed. Fosse’s column, “Looking Thru the Keyhole — by the Sneak,” razzed students for missing class, dished academy romances (“What blonde singer is enamoured of what blonde dancer  — and is it unrequited? [If you don’t know what this means consult your Webster]”), and singled out hard workers. “Propaganda note,” wrote the Sneak, “Ruthie Faltermeyer doing her stuff in Gym class at Ravenswood School. She gives the CATA good publicity.” (Publicity: the concept fascinated him.) With Charlie Grass, Bobby wrote his own segue patter for academy recitals, which he was emceeing regularly.




	Chas:	Well that’s over.


	Bob:	What will we do next?


	Chas:	Go on with the show.


	Bob:	What will we call it?


	Chas:	“The Parade of Blondes.”


	Bob:	How do you get that name?


	Chas:	YOU SHOULD SEE THEM.


	Bob:	Oh! Yeah! Well you stay here and on with the show and I’ll be back.


	Chas:	Not on your life. MAYBE I’ll be back.


	Bob:	Well, no kidding. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. I’ll tell the folks about the show and you go out there and dig me up a nice blonde.


	Chas:	O.K.


	Bob:	Ladies and gentlemen, this is a show from the Chicago Academy of Theater Arts on Ashland Avenue and Montrose and we hope — 


	Chas:	Will this do? [Brings on Hal Felman]


	Bob:	Will what do? I said a BLONDE. You sure must be colorblind.


	Chas:	You don’t understand. Hal’s the guy with the blondes.


	Bob:	Oh, yeah. The blondes. Well, what does he do with them?


	Chas:	He sings about them.


	Bob:	Well, let him sing. Introducing Mr. Hal Felman, who will sing you a number from Alexander’s Ragtime Band, “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody”!






Applying himself to rehearsal every day after school and on weekends, Fosse had always showed precocious commitment to the work, but now that he was an earner for his family, his intensity increased. “He was starting to be a perfectionist,” Grass said. “We’d practice over and over in front of the mirror to be exactly the same, legs the same, arms the same, perfectly extended. When someone got on the wrong foot, we’d turn and face each other, like a mirror, and do it again and again until we got on the same foot.” Academy dancer Beth Kellough could see the dedication on his face. “He’d furrow his little eyebrows and concentrate,”42 she said. “I think he wanted to be better than everybody.” Bobby, dead serious now, told Grass to call him Bob. By 1940, the name Bobby Fosse had disappeared from recital programs. He was Bob Fosse.



Astaire and Rogers held the movie slot the night he and Grass made their first public appearance,43 shoulder to shoulder “with five acts of vaudeville!” (the sign said), at Chicago’s Oak Theater. Formerly considered one of the district’s grand palaces of stage entertainment, now the Oak was just one of many theaters called, euphemistically, presentation houses. Vaudeville was dying.

It would be a long death. Motion pictures had begun to talk, and the more they talked, the more they grew; the more talent the movies pillaged from the Palace stage, the more the stage talent left longed for that lucky call from the coast. The pay was far better in Hollywood, and life under the pink canopies of Beverly Hills was less painful than life — if you could call it that — on the road. As soon as they could, vaudeville giants like Eddie Cantor, the Marx Brothers, and Buster Keaton sold out and bought in, leaving behind them second-rate hams whose every old-hat yuk and tumble made movies seem fresher than ever. By the 1930s, most of the great vaudeville palaces, unable to command golden-age revenues, were forced to wire themselves for sound. Out went the burnished oak, the gilded arches; in slithered coal-colored cables. Some said it was a fad — they were wrong.44

After The Jazz Singer came out, the typical vaudeville bill, as if ashamed of itself, broke into a schizophrenic split of live theater and canned film, and as the pictures got livelier and lovelier, the stage acts got worse. Then they got perfunctory. Then, unable to fall any farther, the entertainers got desperate. So they got proud. No matter what the world was telling them, the old clowns told themselves they were the real show business, the real talent, the neglected heart of American entertainment. Embittered, envious, and losing their grip, they stood their ground on cranky floorboards and vowed to defend their corner of the trade long after the audiences went home and the lights went out. Hence the presentation houses. With the star acts gone to Hollywood, booking agents had to bring in movies to fill the Oak Theater, which boasted almost a thousand seats, its art deco flourishes curling away the spirits of a dreamier era.

It was the only time Astaire ever opened for Fosse. As his image danced, towering twenty feet above him, Bob slipped behind the screen at the Oak Theater and followed Astaire’s supersonic feet. “He wanted to dance with him,”45 Grass said, “but the manager would come behind the screen and ask, ‘What’s all this noise back here?’ So he took his tap shoes off and put on his street shoes and followed Fred Astaire.”

The Riff Brothers’ opening double, a light tap routine, gave way to Fosse’s solo, a dance set to the heart-rendingly topical (in 1940) “Stars and Stripes Forever,” in which Fosse, a soldier’s cap on his head, rushed the footlights and pantomimed gunfire at the audience using his taps for bullet shots (he’d seen Astaire do it in Top Hat). Grass did his “Blue Danube Waltz” solo, a classy respite, then the two segued into their challenge taps. Fosse did wings; Grass beat them with knee drops and splits; Fosse destroyed those with a round of backward pullbacks, kicks, leaps, leaps from squats, and so on. To “resolve” the challenge, the Riff Brothers came together for their finale. Here Weaver demonstrated a key lesson: Sell. Dazzle them in the end, and they’ll forget whatever tripe came before it. Thus, the Riff Brothers’ “Bugle Call Rag.” As one boy endeavored to do his trickiest, flashiest moves, the other, grinning, cheered him on, selling the performer to the audience and the audience right back, sending the room into a whistling frenzy. The whole act was eleven minutes. Bob Fosse was thirteen years old.

Weaver and Comerford bought them sundaes after the show. Being bundled up against the snow and getting loopy on ice cream with a man who seemed to be around a lot more than his father — it felt so good. “Bob spent more time at the studio than he did at home,” Grass said, “and he thought of Mr. Weaver like family.” Man and boy were partners now. After class, when the other boys and girls went home to dinner, Bob and the Skipper huddled by the radio listening to the fighter Joe Louis dance loops around his kill. The two shared the shorthand jive of showbiz slang — flops and bombs and hits —  and exchanged wordless signals across the studio. Best of all, for Fosse, was the pride. The look on Mr. Weaver’s face. Taking the money home.

“Weaver didn’t care where he put Bobby and Charlie,”46 classmate Dorothy Kloss said. “As long as they were working, he had what he wanted.” The hotter the Riff Brothers got, the more they rehearsed, first regularly, then whenever they could grab an hour between long division and their evening shows. They were traveling more now too. “When we started performing,47 it was only every other weekend,” Grass said. “Then our parents gave the okay that we could perform every weekend Friday and Saturday and even Sunday. We’d do our homework in the back of the car. Sometimes we’d hop a train to do a theater and maybe a USO.” After piling into Weaver’s sedan,48 the boys ran the act in rapid dance-speak while Weaver, behind the wheel, inserted a thought or a correction when needed. He drove them to American Legion clubs, the odd novelty show. Bob and Charlie would be thrown in with the local whistler, tenor, comic, whatever, and sometimes a semipro act to class up the evening. But not by much. “I played every two-bit beer joint in the Midwest,”49 Fosse said, barely exaggerating — and many of those joints played him. Weaver booked the Riff Brothers into rigged competitions. But the act, Weaver assured them, was part of the act. Fosse remembered, “The booker would call you up and he’d say,50 ‘All right, on Tuesday you win second prize at the Belmont and on Thursday I’ll give you third prize at the Adelphi.’” At ten dollars a night and six bookings a week (at the Bijoux,51 there were five shows on Saturday alone), Bob was doing pretty well.

He went to the movies.52 If they were showing Fred Astaire, he’d leave the theater dancing. If it was a Saturday, they’d run four features and he would go all day, from nine in the morning till nine at night, and if it was Fred Astaire and a Saturday, he wouldn’t get to bed until very late because he’d dance the longest possible route home — he wanted more surface area, and the more irregular the surface, the better. When the sidewalk felt too flat, he looked for fireplugs and garbage cans. He could get higher that way. Going back to the theater gave him another chance at a closer look at Astaire’s shoes, and leaving gave him another chance to take it from the top and this time, seriously, do it right.

The grade-schooler took out a fresh sheet of paper and,53 in his best, most grown-up handwriting, penned a letter to Mr. Astaire, care of MGM. What kind of shoes did he wear? What size were they? If Bob figured that out, maybe he would know how to be good. If he could change the size of his feet.



In 1941, having outgrown their former residence, the Fosse family moved up, slightly, to a larger house on Sheridan Road, near Lake Michigan. In the house were Edward’s wife and son (Edward had left for the war in France),54 Don’s wife and son (Don had been drafted too), and Bob’s sisters, Patsy and little Marianne. While the adults were tending to the grandchildren or talking about the war, while his father drank himself to sleep55 in the basement or his mother put herself to bed early with cardiac pain,56 Bob would see to it Marianne was happily entertained. In the summers he shaved down the family’s collie so that just the fur on its mane and the tip of its tail remained,57 and he told Marianne it had turned into a lion, and (after pouring blood-like ketchup all over his face) he wrestled it to the ground for a laugh. “He loved her so much,”58 Ann Reinking said. “She was like his little doll.” One Easter morning,59 Marianne awoke to a string tied to her smallest toe. She followed it out her bedroom door and found a matrix of twine cobwebbed around the house that led, finally, to an Easter basket of candy and painted eggs.

Weaver upgraded that same year.60 He moved the academy to 1961 West Lawrence Avenue, a bigger studio with a stage at the far end of its largest room. After school got out, Bob and Charlie would dash over to dance class, then, when class ended, they would spend the rest of the evening working on their routines. With their own set of keys, the Riff Brothers could stay as late as their bedtime, around ten. For extra money, they taught classes five days a week, writing and printing out dance notes with stencil and rubber. On weekends Bob and Charlie would take a streetcar down to the Loop, home to Chicago’s theater district, to see the great acts that came to town and try to get backstage for photos and autographs.

Charlie Grass wasn’t Fosse’s best friend, but he was just about the only guy who knew his secret. “In those days,”61 Grass said, “show people weren’t very popular. It was considered out of place to put on makeup and a costume and perform. So we kept it quiet between ourselves.” Fosse also kept quiet his crush on Beth Kellough,62 a cute blonde three years his junior — Kellogg, they called her, like the cereal. As Bob and Beth were about the same height, they were partnered for recitals year after year. They grew up together, changed together. “Dancing at that age,”63 Kellough said, “you look older than you really are. Your body starts to develop early and you have on all that lipstick, rouge, and mascara.” Fosse knew not to try anything. Disrespecting a dancer would be a direct violation of Weaver’s number-one rule. “He treated me like family,”64 Kellough said, “like his sister.”

Miss Comerford disappeared. “All of a sudden, she was gone,”65 Kellough said. It was tuberculosis, some thought. “It was another man,”66 Grass recalled, “an earlier boyfriend from Iowa. He took her away.” Weaver, stooped from a lifetime of hunching over a piano, stooped even lower after she left. He let his cigarettes smoke down themselves. He’d put one on his lip and forget it was there, or forget he was. Fosse — always watching him — liked the look.67 He slipped the cigarette into his act. With the studio lights dimmed, Bob savored his reflection in the rehearsal mirror: a Camel drooping from his mouth, turning to ash, and his eyes cutting through the snaking wisp of white. Forget the steps; the effect worked. “Ever since I was young,”68 he said, “cigarettes were identified with work.” Weaver converted to Christian Science after Comerford left,69 and he gave up cigarettes. So Bob smoked his while hiding on the back stairs,70 afraid of getting caught. He didn’t want to be bad. But the mirror was right, and he loved looking good.




FORTY-FIVE YEARS

Girls. Half the students at Amundsen Senior High School fell into that category, and half of that half fell for Bob. He had grown into an attractive young man. He was always running track or dancing, and his seemingly guileless smile (practiced but sincere) made them forget everything but that smile. “As a teenager in high school,”1 Kellough said, “some people thought he was gay. He wasn’t effeminate, but people thought any boy who was a dancer was not right. He may have gone out of his way to be a womanizer to prove to people that he wasn’t.” There was Marion Hauser and Miriom Wilson. There was Mary Vagos, Mary Farmakis, and Melvene Fitzpatrick.2 And there was only so much Bobby could tell them about what he did at night. He kept the same policy with the swim team, student government, and his teachers: he talked like a normal guy who knew nothing about show business or dance. At proms and school socials he had to be relatively well behaved when the music started. Rhythm would bring out the truth. Of course, Fosse couldn’t afford to be too clumsy in a roomful of clapping girls enthralled with his vulnerability and charm. “He had two lives,”3 Grass said, “a normal life, then the nightclub life.” A showman in more ways than they knew, he presented beautifully.

Fosse knew right away he would be a dancer,4 and rather than dream big, he dreamed real. Astaire was a god and he was a mortal, and the godliest mortals danced in supper clubs — hotel ballrooms with fancily dressed couples at little tables around a dance floor — so Fosse would too. His newer models Fosse took from the middle shelf. The convenient thing about dancers Georgie Tapps and Paul Draper was they tapped to classical music, matching pirouettes and ronds de jambe to the syncopation of earthbound hoofers. It didn’t get any classier,5 fifteen-year-old Fosse thought, than shuffling off to Bach. Years earlier, Mr. Weaver and Miss Comerford had taken him to see Draper play the Mayfair Room of Chicago’s Blackstone Hotel. “I think that [Draper] was probably the most elegant performer that I had ever seen,”6 he said, “and in subsequent performances I saw later, he maintained that elegance. For me, he created a kind of magic, and I think for everyone in the room also, a kind of enchantment that stuck in my head for a long, long time.”

Elegance was only half of the equation. Filth was the other half.

“When the war came along and so many men got drafted, I became the youngest M.C. in Chicago,”7 Fosse said. “I was sixteen years old and I played the whole burlesque wheel.” But this wasn’t the belle époque burlesque of parody and sexual innuendo; by the time Fosse appeared at places like the Silver Cloud and Cave of Winds, that burlesque had lost to its grimier twin.8 This one grew in the dank back rooms of abandoned storefronts and had no compensatory cultural merit — another way of saying it was pure entertainment, tits and laughs and that’s about it. But no one watched it for the laughs. The guys who hung around the Roxy at three and four in the morning weren’t there to see a couple of clowns twirling plates. At that hour, they came to see girls who couldn’t cut it as actresses, didn’t want to be typists, and, in some cases, had no place else to go; girls who had good enough bodies to make okay money plus kickbacks on booze; girls who could give those guys a good bad time for an hour and a half. This was not art. Art would not be out of a job when the strip joints and porn palaces moved in, but burlesque was.

“The more we talked about him wanting to be an entertainer,”9 said a high-school girlfriend, Miriom Wilson, “the more I realized it was a lifestyle I wasn’t interested in. Bob was exposed to things most of us weren’t. Today’s young people think nothing of promiscuity, but I knew little about nightclubs and such, places where that sort of thing went on. And so Bob kept that part of his life from me — and probably a lot of people at school — because he knew we didn’t understand it.”

This was not the burlesque of Gypsy Rose Lee. It was not, as today’s feather dancers would have modern audiences believe, an unorthodox form of female empowerment. It was a living, and a bad one. “There wasn’t much dancing,”10 Grass said. “They just peeled it off.” And it made people mean. Some came in already mean, but the real porny dives — the sort of places Fosse moved around in late at night, with no one looking out for him — made mean meaner. “These people wanted to make money,” Grass said. “They didn’t care if you were twelve or fifteen years old. If you looked seventeen, fine.” Old toilets overflowed. Dark halls smelled of stale greasepaint and piss. In the men’s room, Bob and Charlie had to walk around on their heels, and when they needed to change into their tuxedos, they had to put a piece of cardboard down first. “When we played the low-class clubs,” Grass said, “we knew not to ask who was running the thing.” If they had to, the club managers could mess up the girls, and the girls’ boyfriends could mess up the managers, but the Mob had the final say on who came back to work. (Grass said, “You didn’t bother them and they didn’t bother you.”) It was rough on adults, but for Fosse, a kid, it was hell aboveground, and in some cases not even aboveground. His mother and father didn’t really know,11 or seem to care, what it was doing to him. Neither did he, for the moment.

For the rest of his life, he would never let go of the girls, the failures, and the slimeballs. The dreck, the true showbiz — he understood their estrangement from the world’s Astaires. In a way, he loved them. He admired their losers’ tenacity. Soon, he would share it. In time, they would be Fosse’s dramatis personae. The bumps and grinds would be the prepositions of his dance vocabulary, and the whining horns and beat-up drums thumping from offstage would live in his ear forever, as unforgettable as original sin, screwing him up, but screwing him up good. And something else too: there was a philosophy here. Seeing firsthand the human component in sleaze, Fosse felt the beginnings of a question he would ask his audiences, and himself, for the rest of his life: What is filth? If it makes them smile and hard, how bad could it be? Weren’t the lowest common denominators what universal appeal was all about? Didn’t the whole of show business, of humanity, really, come down to wanting a little peek?

Bob Fosse was the best thing ever to come out of burlesque, and he would pay for it forever.

The nights Weaver didn’t send him out on his own, he appeared with Charlie Grass. Mrs. Grass, their stage mother,12 drove the boys from show to show, made them complete their Latin assignments in the back seat of her sedan, and advised them not to mix with the strippers. “They’re not nice girls,”13 she warned. The warnings hardly mattered. When the toilet doors in their own changing rooms wouldn’t open, Bob and Charlie were detoured deeper in, to the big ladies’ den, where not-nice Amazons powdered up, the boys repeating to themselves the mantras of professional conduct Mr. Weaver had been drilling into their heads for years. “Always refer to the conductor as Maestro …”

Strippers — twice Bobby’s size in two directions, and twice as sharp — preyed on him before the show as he stood in the wings about to go on.14 That was the worst part, waiting for them to call his name, breathing into a moldy moth-eaten curtain and trying not to think of the twisted faces or what they would yell at him tonight. It was throw-up time.

“Oh, Bobby …”

“Come on, Bobby …”

When the girls found out he wasn’t the eighteen-year-old he said he was,15 they started messing with him. Feathered gorgons appeared at the doors, all doors, backing him into dark corners. They pulled Fosse from his Latin conjugations onto their laps, crushing his face in fingers and tongues, twirling his perfect hair and the cock in his tuxedo pants. Scared and alone, he did as he was told. Even if that meant doing what no good boy should do, he did it, because if he cried out, they’d blow his cover and he’d be out of the show for good, and what would he tell his mother?

In the tense seconds before he was about to go on,16 they came from behind him, kneading his pants. As they jerked him off, Bobby ran the conscious part of his brain through the Cubs starting lineup and National League batting averages, while the other part of him, the part that couldn’t get to Wrigley Field or Sunday school, got harder and harder and —

“Come on, kid.”

He heard his name followed by something about “Chicago’s youngest … ,” and a drumbeat later he was pummeled with a hot beam of spotlight.

He was onstage.

“Ladies and gentlemen …”

The piano twanged, and without thinking, Bobby started tapping out “Tea for Two,” with one sweaty hand on his top hat and the other on a coattail he held between his bulge and the audience. They laughed. Half the jokes he told he was too young to understand, so he could never be sure if they were laughing at the punch line or heckling him.

Then there was the war. The war he wasn’t fighting in.

“Hey, where’s your uniform, buddy?”

“What’s the matter? You shirking?”

Even if what they were doing to him felt wrong, doing what he was told felt right.

“Oh, Bobby …”

His parents were so proud of him.

“Come on, Bobby …”

Something must have been seriously, shamefully wrong with him, because, despite everything he should have run from — the fondling, the sinning, the heckling, and the shirking — to him, having the strippers’ attention felt a little like being a star. Years later, he would tell Janice Lynde, a girlfriend, the women were like mothers to him. “They were affectionate,”17 Lynde said. “Maybe too affectionate.” Perhaps that was the source of the confusion. Perhaps that’s why night after night, he came back, like a shell-shocked veteran, even long after he left Chicago. “I can romanticize it,”18 he said forty years later, “but it was an awful life. I was very lonely, very scared. You know, hotel rooms in strange towns, and I was all alone, thirteen or fourteen, too shy to talk to anyone, not really knowing what it was all about, and among — not the best people … I think it’s done me a lot of harm, being exposed to things that early that I shouldn’t have been exposed to … it left some scar that I have not quite been able to figure out.” He was drawn to the girls, then hurt by them. “It was schizophrenic,”19 Fosse said. He couldn’t get away from it and he didn’t want to.

“It just wasn’t the same world my mother and father had told me it was,”20 he said. “The battle going on inside me was just tremendous.” On the one hand, being a dancer troubled the track star in him. On the other, being a dancer got him attention. It got him girls. And as for those girls, he knew of two kinds, separated by night and day. One variety, at the Cuban Village,21 spun tassels in his face. The other variety, at Amundsen, wore skirts and demurred when kissed. And his parents, who seemed to love him, who took him to every soda counter in the neighborhood for his birthday, also condoned, by their ignorance, Bobby’s scared nights alone. They abandoned him, he’d later feel, to a world no child, let alone an unaccompanied child, should be exposed to. To bolster his nerve, he would replay his mother’s favorite piece of encouragement, “It will put hair on your chest!” She would be horrified if she found out about the strippers. “Bob could charm his way anywhere,”22 Ann Reinking said, “and he probably charmed his mother into being proud of him for playing those burlesque clubs. But he later felt she encouraged him to be a bon vivant, and that she should have stopped him. He thought she was supposed to protect him and know better. He used to say, ‘She shouldn’t have let me.’” Fosse said, “She thought you could send a boy of that age into a roomful of naked women and it wouldn’t bother him — because he was such a good boy. Obviously, she was wrong.”23 He fucked a waitress in Springfield, who latched on to him like a suction cup and may or may not have forgotten to mention she was married. But she was, to a soldier, who returned from the war and started checking around for his wife’s boyfriend. Fosse said, “I panicked at the time,24 still in high school and afraid my mother would find out.”

The two worlds split his perceptions in two. Innocence, he discovered, lived with corruption, and there was no way to be sure what anything was, and nothing left to trust.



For decades, Fosse’s hometown, like Fosse, struggled to resolve its image problem. Chicago had been considered a bad town as far back as the Great Fire of 1871. Filth sold newspapers, and over time, half-true tales of drunks and bottom-feeding hoods hardened into legends.25 The legends stuck. After the Valentine’s Day massacre of 1929, Chicago’s image problem became critical. For the city’s 1933 centennial, reformers planned a full-scale makeover in the guise of a world’s fair — a Century of Progress, they called it. “In 1933 the world will talk about our exposition and not our crime,”26 Mayor Lenox Lohr announced on WGN radio. “Visitors will see our culture, our beautiful buildings and parks, our giant industries, and will carry away a different conception of Chicago.” They didn’t. They saw Sally Rand.

The fan dance she claimed she had invented upstaged the rest of the fair. There was a scandal; Rand became a national phenomenon. In time, the Society for the Suppression of Vice shooed fan dancing from Boston and New York back to Chicago, the greenhouse of smut, where the feathers could touch tips and multiply. As striptease scholar Rachel Shteir wrote, the gimmick suited the Depression: “The oversized fan poked fun at wealthy women who, to protect themselves from the elements, carried enormous ostrich feather fans.”27 Sex and satire: Fosse couldn’t get enough. “He was fascinated with Sally Rand,”28 Grass said. “He loved the manipulation of the fans, when she flipped them like a baton twirler.” She was the uptown version of what inflamed him downtown.

In 1943 the academy presented Hold Ev’rything! A Streamlined Extravaganza in Two Parts, which featured Bob Fosse’s first full credit as choreographer (“Dance Numbers by Bob Fosse”), as well as his fan dance to “That Old Black Magic,” one of the year’s biggest hits. It was the very first Fosse number. The idea to use pitch-black ostrich feathers,29 twelve to a fan, likely came to the sixteen-year-old by way of the girls of the Silver Cloud, who had gotten theirs, at least spiritually, from Sally Rand. “The number was very sophisticated,”30 recalled Beth Kellough, one of the eight glamour girls in it. “We had long formfitting gowns that were black lace over red and they were strapless. They went down to your knees and flared out a little.” Fosse’s exposure to tougher varieties of fan dance suggests “That Old Black Magic” might have been a touch prurient, good-boy rock ’n’ roll. But how an angel of his age and guileless Andy Hardy gleam had gotten the idea (not to mention technique) to mount, in faithful miniature, the sort of number husbands would be ashamed to tell their wives they recognized, few could imagine. Of course, Mr. Weaver didn’t wonder. Neither did Charlie Grass. They knew all those nights in all those shitholes had burned red sequins into Fosse’s eyes. “But I like those sequins,”31 a grown Fosse would confess. “That’s show business, and I’ve been a showbiz person my whole life.”

Show business and showbiz. One was for the real talent, the artists, and the other for the parasites that needed flash to look real. Fosse knew which side he belonged on. He would never let himself forget. “Whenever I get close to the real object,”32 he said, “I think, whoops, that looks Tiffany to me. I better get back to the dime store.” The raunch of burlesque was only half the problem; his own taste for vaudeville shtick was the other. Gags, rim shots, and whistles; rowdy, provincial audiences howling at the acts and the acts howling back; flimsy machinery, threadbare scenery; a circusy rotation of jugglers and dogs — this was his kind of show. It was real too. High theater artfully concealed what vaudeville’s industrial vulgarity always seemed to expose. But Fosse loved that about vaudeville; it seemed to be about show business. As much as its talent, it reveled in its transparencies. Later, the acts would be called Brechtian; then, they were crude. Crude and gone.

As his beloved vaudeville sank, Fosse witnessed the final degradation of favorite acts, and his low-rent proclivities dropped, by popular standards, even lower. A decade after they were wired for sound, America’s vaude-houses emptied their giants onto the streets. The performers vanished wholesale from conversation, only to reappear days or years later on ghost-town barstools, folded over or dead. Others died alive. Joe Frisco, Fosse’s favorite flash dancer, turned up on a bill with a couple of trained dogs and two hand balancers. Georgie Tapps ended up a salesman in Beverly Hills. So followed a generation of the country’s wackiest individuals, all flattened to sameness. Fosse knew what it meant. He could never be an Astaire. Maybe not even a Draper.

Meanwhile, the good boy cleaned up. Based on Fosse’s academic performance, admirable character, and participation in school activities, in December 1944, the Amundsen faculty named him an outstanding student of the year. The story appeared in the Tribune, which ran a full list of his credits: “Chairman of senior class,33 vice president Letterman’s club, prom committee, Latin club, honor society, swimming team, president of Alpha Hi-Y [the high-school branch of the YMCA], student council.” The students elected him senior-class president.34 Buttressed, perhaps, by his popularity, Fosse decided the time was right to stop hiding his shame and dance for the toughest crowd in Chicago: his high-school class. Consisting mostly of sketches and songs,35 Miss Philbrick’s annual variety show rarely featured dancers, but she made an exception for Bob, whom everyone loved but no one really knew. Lying, he told his drama teacher he had played the Empire Room and the Palmer House, and having seen him practice for hours at a time, perfecting pullbacks and leaps that already seemed perfect, Miss Philbrick had no reason to doubt him.

Moments after the curtains parted, the band struck up, and Fosse flew onto the stage for a showy, tap-happy rendition of “Stars and Stripes Forever” — mastered, by now, after years of presentation houses and junky burlesques — that finished up with an explosive knee slide that took him virtually into the orchestra. Trying not to gasp for breath, he was said to have held his position at the lip of the stage — arms open, Jolson-like — waiting for the shower of applause to come his way. It did.

He was a hit.

Enjoying Fosse’s sudden celebrity, a few of his friends thought it might be fun to get some of their own. Fosse agreed and came up with an act. A drag act. Assuming the role of director, he taught them to lip-synch with exact fidelity to the Andrews Sisters’ “Bei Mir Bist Du Schön.” At first the boys thought it was all pretty funny. Three of Amundsen’s finest donning full drag for the senior-class assembly! But Fosse wasn’t laughing. He rehearsed his trio late into the afternoon and well into the homework hour. Racing toward perfection, he was not content simply to have them walk across the stage. They had to walk across the stage in character.

Between runs, George Foutris, a wrestler in mascara and heels, pulled Bob aside. “How do you keep doing all this?” he asked.

“All what?”

“The sports, the girls, the schoolwork. And now the dancing. How?”

“You have to learn to compartmentalize, George.”



Marion Hauser correctly believed herself to be Bob Fosse’s favorite girlfriend. When they were together, she believed he believed it when he said he loved her and not the others. At least, she believed it for a while. Hauser threw in the towel when she heard that Marion “Smoochie” Geweke had taken Bob home to meet her parents. But that didn’t last long either. “He had his mind made up about being a performer,” Smoochie said, “and it just wasn’t the life for me. I knew he would never settle down to a nine-to-five job and I just wasn’t the kind of person who would feel comfortable with a show-business type.”

According to Charlie Grass, Fosse’s parents weren’t either. “I think they didn’t believe too much in entertainment,”36 Grass recalled. “They were against show dancing. They went with it in the beginning, the amateur shows, because Bob was bringing home money.” Cy and Sadie endorsed the sort of ballroom style that Bob’s eldest brother, Buddy, practiced — and practiced in ways Cy and Sadie never knew. When no one was looking, Buddy took his baby brother37 to junky dime-a-dance halls and to the Rialto on State Street, a burlesque house run by the Minskys. On one occasion, Fosse invited Charlie to join them. “No, no.”38 Grass
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