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THE LADY BEHIND me at the checkout counter of the supermarket in Wilton, Connecticut, introduced herself and said, “Last night I saw Seven Brides for Seven Brothers on television. It was such a pleasure seeing it again. Do you enjoy watching your old films?”

“Oh, no!” I told her. “You must watch The Late Late Show. I don’t stay up that late.”

What I didn’t say is that I don’t watch my old films on TV because I’ve always been too nervous and embarrassed to. Even today, in my late fifties, it bothers me to watch myself.

People are so nice. Not long ago I was hurrying—rushing, really—to a singing lesson in New York, when a man waiting in line at a movie theater caught my eye, and his face lit up as if he had seen a friend. He left his place in line and walked with me for several blocks, all the while talking and telling me how happy my films made him, how much joy—joy!—I had given him, recalling countless memories. I think of that conversation often. It’s such a thrill to think I could have mattered to someone in that way, to a stranger, and yet not such a stranger at all.

The thing that amazes me about all this is that I haven’t made a feature film in thirty years. I manage to keep busy, but I certainly don’t think of myself as a movie star.

In fact, I never did, even when I was on the cover of Life magazine, or appearing in all those musicals for MGM. I guess I was too busy trying not to disappoint anybody ever to feel like one. The truth is that I never felt as if I really belonged in Hollywood, the Hollywood that took Suzanne Burce from Portland, Oregon, and turned her into Jane Powell. I liked Hollywood well enough, but I didn’t feel any connection with it.

I’ve always been more interested in feelings than in things, and despite the fact that movies are about feelings, when it came to my personal life, I didn’t know what to do with mine.

That’s what this book is about—feelings. It seems to me there should be a reason for writing a book: self-help, literary value, advice. (I promise, no advice—after my four failed marriages, who’d want advice from me?) Of course, a book could be a novel. Certainly you could say my life as The Girl Next Door, Miss Goody Two-Shoes, was novel, or at least a novelty.

Most of the people who know me have always seen me as happy, bubbly, pert—all the adjectives bestowed upon me by the publicity department. Although I do have an optimistic outlook, I remember always crying as a child. Every picture taken of me shows me in tears and with a runny nose. My friend Roddy McDowall used to say that I cried at card tricks.

I never thought of being sad. I never knew I was.

I do know I never wanted to be a movie star, but Mama and Daddy wanted me to be another Shirley Temple—parents did in those days—so dancing lessons and curly hair were on the agenda.

April Fool’s Day, 1929, was my birthday, just six months before the start of the Great Depression.

As a child, I rarely had a party, probably because we didn’t have the money and it was work for Mama. But there were a few lunches with tuna fish and noodles, and daffodils on the table. Daffodils are still my favorite flowers. They’re so happy, and the first breath of spring.

One time, after I went to Hollywood, I got a collie pup, one of Lassie’s, from the crew on my second picture, Delightfully Dangerous. Oh, how I cried—with joy! How I had wanted a dog! We had always had cats because that’s what Mama liked.

I don’t remember having birthday cakes. Mama didn’t like to cook, and she said her cakes always fell. But she did bake good pies.

On Sundays we had fried chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, and peas eaten at four o’clock, at a card table in front of the radio as we listened to Jack Benny. That was the most special dinner we had. Even though Mama didn’t like to cook, she did it until I took over, which I did at a very early age. I still love to cook. A friend recently described Thanksgiving at our house as a “cholesterol blowout.”

When I was ten, I remember Daddy’s boss came to dinner and I cooked the meal. Mama helped me plan the menu. Somewhere I had read of mixing canned fruit cocktail and sherry together and serving it as an appetizer. I found some stem glasses and put the fruit and sherry in them, but because I didn’t have plates under the glasses, there was no place to put the spoons when we were finished, so the tablecloth got dirty.

I was so embarrassed. I had wanted everything to be perfect for Daddy’s boss, who had come all the way from Pasadena, California. But nobody else seemed to know the difference.

I’ve always liked glasses with stems. They don’t have to be expensive glasses, just as long as they have stems. Everything seems to taste better in them. Even today, many times I’m reminded of that embarrassed little girl with her cheap sherry and canned fruit cocktail in those stemmed glasses.

I was so young when I started my Shirley Temple lessons, I couldn’t have known what was going on. I started dancing at the age of two, soon after I learned to walk. Mama said, “You used to tap out the beat on the hearth; you were so smart for your age.” Some of my earliest memories are of the dance costumes Mama made for me—“dress up” to a little girl. Once I was a pussycat in light brown velvet and peach satin paws and ears. The pussycat hat made my face itch and I couldn’t hear, but I still remember my song, “Sitting on the Backyard Fence”: “Meow, meow, the pussycats are calling, waiting for you to come out. Come out, come out, the pussycats are calling, sitting on the backyard fence.” I felt like a real cat in itchy peach-colored ears and a long, fuzzy tail. Maybe I was four. The recital was in a school, and I can still smell the brown linoleum that had been cleaned with the usual wintergreen-smelling solution they used in schools, and see the rows of desks in the schoolroom where we changed, attended by eager stage mothers. Everyone was so excited! Some little children cried or wet their pants. I probably did both.

I danced and sang like Shirley Temple, they said. I even had Shirley Temple curls, like all the other little moppets. But my hair was really straight and brown. God made a mistake there, so I had my first permanent when I was two years old, and many more after that. I cried through the whole operation. It took place at a salon at somebody’s house. I had to sit on telephone books because I was so small, and my feet stuck straight out in front of me, as stiff as a board. In those days they put a big, heavy contraption over your head, with lots of wires and clamps hanging down. It looked like some weird animal. I was frightened. It burned my ears and made funny hissing, gurgling noises. No wonder I cried. When the perm had grown out, Mama would sit me on the drainboard and curl my hair with the curling iron, rolling my straight brown hair over her finger and burning my ear at the same time, and I’d cry again.

I cried a lot as a baby. Every time I looked at that camera, I howled. I think I must have come from the womb that way. There was a reason I cried so much. There was something wrong, I felt, something very deep inside. But that’s a hard subject to face, and it took me most of my life to face it.

I don’t know why other people saw me as the Shirley Temple type. I had no blond curly hair or even a hint of a dimple, but I did dance and sing. I never looked good with dark hair, but I didn’t realize that until MGM started bleaching it for my first Technicolor picture. I should have been born a blonde, then maybe my name would have been Shirley.

I felt lonely as a child. I don’t remember Mama ever playing with me, but we were always together. I don’t know what we did all day. I do know I always wore white shoes, and it seems to me she was either polishing my shoes, or curling my hair, or both. I was her doll, her toy. We moved a great deal when I was young, so it was hard to make friends. In every new neighborhood everyone was always older or younger. I went to three different grade schools in three years, and attended one of them twice. We always seemed to live farther away from the school than any of the other kids, always on the boundary of this school district or that one. I would walk with my classmates on my way home, but no one ever came the distance with me. They went to each other’s houses but rarely visited mine—too far, always too far away.

No matter where we moved I always took myself to Sunday school. I didn’t care what church it was. I just loved to color in the picture books about Jesus—Jesus riding a donkey, Jesus talking to the children. That’s my strongest memory of Sunday school, those bright crayons and donkeys. I also liked being with the other children there, surrogate brothers and sisters. I never went to nursery school because Mama didn’t want me to. She said, “It will take you away from me.” I wonder…. Even today, I don’t know how to play games, maybe because I never played them as a child. In fact, I used to say to my father when he went to work, “Daddy, please buy me a brother or sister”—at Fred Meyer, the biggest grocery store in Portland. And every night, he’d come home and say, “Oh, Squirrely, I forgot again,” and I’d be so disappointed. I wanted one so badly.

I was very isolated, I realize now. I never saw how other families worked, how they related—only what I saw in the movies. I didn’t know what was normal. I rarely slept overnight at anyone’s house because I wet the bed. Of course, lots of children do that, but no one told me—I thought I was the only one in the world.

There weren’t many relatives around, either. They mainly lived in Tacoma, and we lived in Portland. We would spend Christmas with Mama’s family, the Bakers. I had three cousins I was close to, but there was something about their families that I didn’t understand at the time. They were never happy for anyone else’s success or accomplishment. They never said anything nice about each other, and I was following suit. If someone got a new car they’d say, “Oh, it’s a nice car, I suppose, but why should they have something that big? It’s disgusting.” When I went to Hollywood, even with my three cousins I was so fond of it was, “Oh, we’ll never hear from her again.” They were very supportive as long as you were down on your luck, but as soon as you started climbing up, they’d say, “Humph, it’s nice but…” just like Mama.

The tone was always negative; everything that was said was negative, even the good-byes. They used to call them the “Baker Good-byes.” Nobody ever wanted to leave because they knew if they left they’d be talked about. And it was true. In fact, we laughed about it. “Well, good-bye, honey,” someone would say. “Well, good-bye, honey,” another would say; and then there’d be kisses, wet kisses, galore. Those who were left would sit down and talk about whoever had gone.

But Uncle Herb was different; he was my drinking uncle. I loved him; he was so funny. Many times he would drop Christmas presents in the mud on his way to the Christmas gathering—if he’d remember them at all. Once my Uncle Lynn said, “Herb, someday you’re going to end up in the gutter.” Herb’s reply was “Well, at least I’ll have running water.”

It seems to me that Mama and I stayed home a lot in a small apartment with a green kitchen. For some reason our kitchens seemed to be painted pea green, with the table and chairs in the same color, and furnished by Sears, Roebuck. Mama wasn’t one to go to museums or explore, or do much of anything. She wasn’t interested.

When I was of school age, my happiest time was September, when I could go back to school; not that I was a good student, but it gave me someplace to go. Most kids loved summer vacations, but I hated them. I can’t remember ever doing anything in the summer; except once I went to camp for five days and cried twenty hours a day, stopping only to eat. I didn’t know anyone at the camp, and, of course, crying all the time didn’t make me the most desirable, fun-loving girl to be around; so I went home.

When I was five I started appearing on a kiddie radio program called Stars of Tomorrow, an amateur show. No doubt I auditioned for it, but I don’t remember; however, I can still picture the man who hosted it, Nate Cohen. He was round-faced and dark-haired with glasses and very, very jolly! Uncle Nate. I sang and danced. You couldn’t see me, but you sure could hear me. After a while, I had a regular slot on that show. (Daddy let everyone in town know I was on the radio!) I would sing the Hit Parade songs, like “On the Good Ship Lollipop.” But my favorite was “Playmate, come out and play with me, And bring your dollies three, Climb up my apple tree, Slide down my rain barrel, Knock on my cellar door, And we’ll be jolly friends, forevermore.”

Jolly friends, forevermore. I guess that was the part I liked.

I don’t remember learning anything about singing until much, much later. I just sang like most children. I took every kind of dancing lesson at Agnes Peters Dancing School, the dancing school in Portland—acrobatic, tap, ballet—but I don’t know if I learned any technique, I just did it by rote. I was very quick to learn and could pick up a song or dance step the first time I heard or saw it.

Why was I dancing in school auditoriums and singing on the radio? I don’t know. Perhaps it was something I did for my parents. And it was fun. I guess I never had fantasies about becoming a star; I just wanted to please. In fact, part of why I got along so well with my parents was that I always did what I was told. I didn’t ask why—I never questioned anything. That lasted for too many years. I just did it, because it was there, and I was supposed to. It’s only recently that I’ve come to realize how terribly important all this was to my parents, much more so than I ever realized.

A while ago my mother and I were having an argument—a discussion?—and she said, “Well, I never wanted you to be in show business. It was your father.” And I asked her, “Why did you give me the lessons? Why did we leave Portland? Why didn’t we stay there?” She couldn’t answer.

We first left Portland when I was six. There I was, taking dancing lessons from Agnes Peters, performing in recitals, and all of a sudden a man appeared at the dancing school. He was Scotty Weston, a promoter obviously, a talent scout and dance teacher, he said, from Oakland, California. He was in Portland looking for promising children—to make one a “star.” He chose me. The plan was we would go to Oakland and he would give me lessons—not for free, mind you—and then he would get me into the movies. My parents thought Oakland was Hollywood. After all, it was in California, and California was the promised land, so Weston was a dream come true.

We went to Oakland. Just like that. The worst part was, Daddy even quit his job. He’d been with the Wonder Bread Company for fourteen years and he left them so we could move to Oakland, so I could, would, become another Shirley Temple. The company even gave him the gold watch. Daddy was a bit worried. He said to Herb, “What if we have to come back?” And Uncle Herb quipped, “Well, just walk in backward and they’ll never know you left.”

We went south to Oakland in May, Mama, my grandmother Cary, and me. Daddy came later. We lived in one room in a tiny hotel with a rollaway bed, and I slept on the couch. We cooked on a hot plate—we had to sneak it in. NO COOKING IN THE ROOMS the sign read. Our best meal was toast and hot chocolate. I was a chocoholic for years. I would put chocolate on corn flakes, if there were any. I can still smell the toast burning and feel the butter crawling down my arm as I ate before my classes. I was a very nervous child and scrawny. I hardly ate anything for fear of throwing up. I can remember we would eat one meal in a little tearoom near the dance class sometimes, tuna fish sandwiches and vegetable soup, but I could never eat for fear of getting sick. I’d take one bite, get up from the table, and walk around the block. I ate all my meals like that for years.

Tuna and soup, cocoa and toast—that’s all I remember eating. I had such a terrible fear of throwing up. It seemed like the worst thing that could happen to me. I wouldn’t even go to parties because I knew I would have to have food. As a matter of fact, I carried this fear with me even when I started dating: I would take along a bottle of Pepto-Bismol with me no matter where we went. I’d order dinner, the cheapest on the menu so I would not be embarrassed when I didn’t eat. Then I’d take one bite of something, drink some tea and possibly a swig of Pepto. It wasn’t to stay thin. I was just afraid of becoming sick and being mortified.

So there I was in Oakland, eating toast and walking around the block. In the daytime I had dance classes with Scotty Weston in an enormous, dimly lighted rented ballroom filled with kids tapping and mothers tapping right along with them while they knitted, talked, or both. The mothers sat like crows on a fence, watching and waiting, ready to pounce on anyone who got in their little one’s way. It was a gruesome sight. The ballroom where we danced was dark and cavernous—it was dark probably to save electricity—and heavy green curtains hung everywhere. This fiasco lasted three months. Suddenly, it was all over; I hadn’t been discovered, of course. Weston disappeared, our money ran out, and I had a “dry spell,” washed up at six.

We went back to Portland, but we didn’t walk in backward as Uncle Herb had suggested. Now Daddy couldn’t get a job. There was none to be had. We rented another one-bedroom apartment (this time my parents slept on the daybed in the living room), and I started school. But pretty soon we had to move; we couldn’t pay the rent.

Luckily for us, some friends who managed an apartment building, the Banbury Cross, let us have an apartment there. Daddy tried to sell pots and pans, Tupperware, anything—he was a very industrious man, anything but lazy—but he didn’t have much luck. He even tried shoveling snow, but there isn’t any in Portland. Finally when our friends left, Mama and Daddy got the manager’s apartment and the job. The Banbury Cross was where people encouraged my career. There were thirty-six apartments, two apartments on the ground floor. There was a buzzer on the front door, that echoed throughout the vestibule. There was brown linoleum in the small foyer and a sectioned glass door with see-through dusty curtains attached from top to bottom, separating the dull outside from the dark inside. There was a pay telephone attached to the outside wall of our apartment where tenants could call out and receive calls. We would answer their calls and buzz them to come to the phone. The phone was always busy and we were always pushing buttons to let someone in, or someone was always calling Daddy to come running to fix something.

This red-brick, nondescript apartment house, whose name was more interesting than the building itself, was our home for more years than I care to recall. The bleakness of the outside could never surpass the dark depression of the inside. It looked as if I had drawn its childlike architecture. Four stories, square windows, two to each apartment on the front, square in every way. Not a round corner could be found except for the broken bricks that had been bruised by a runaway bicycle or a baby carriage. A strip of green lawn at the curb and a cement driveway bordered one side, the side we lived on separating it from the apartment next door. Cement was everywhere. When the sun did shine, it all seemed white and sterile. That was the Banbury Cross. I often wondered why they picked the romantic fairy-tale name of “Banbury Cross” for such an uninteresting stack of bricks. Last time I was in Portland I saw it quite by chance, and it looks the same, only smaller—but just as depressing.

We got our rent free and thirty-five dollars a month. My job was to help Daddy empty the garbage cans. We would collect the small cans from each tenant’s door, empty them, line them with newspapers, and then I’d return them to the tenants. All the time I’d be singing. Apparently the tenants were listening and kept insisting to my parents, “You’ve got to give that girl singing lessons.” Now I don’t know if this was to shut me up or to encourage a career, but eventually my parents scrimped and saved, and at ten I started Shirley Temple-ing again.

Oakland had really stunned my parents, I think, and left them reeling. Something so hopeful, a promise of transformation for them had turned so quickly into emotional and financial disaster. Their most brilliant career move, the plan to assure their daughter’s future, their future, suddenly looked stupid. We really struggled for the next few years, but they never gave up. People have asked, “How did you get into show business?” Well, I fulfilled my parents’ dreams.

My Saturday-morning singing lessons were way downtown, and I took the Broadway streetcar by myself to sing for Mrs. Fred L. Olson, my first teacher. I felt so efficient and proud, going off with my brown leatherette case with the disappearing handles and my initials S. L. B. for Suzanne Lorraine Burce, on the front. Mrs. Olson was a pretty grandmother type, and I liked her, but when I couldn’t sing something right, I’d get a knot in my stomach (I still do) and sometimes break into tears.

I learned most of the typical soprano songs: “Il Baccio,” “Indian Love Call,” “Donkey Serenade.” I also learned that opera was not to my taste, but I loved the arias, particularly Puccini’s because he was so romantic. The first opera I saw was Madame Butterfly, and I cried, but I could cry even when I was happy.

Our apartment building really got its fill of me and “Il Baccio,” I’m sure. Daddy bought or rented a spinet so I could practice, and I sang all the time, but I never did learn to play or read music. Music is mathematical, and math is something I’ve never been able to master. Fortunately, I have a quick ear, but so much of what a singer should know I never learned.

What else do I remember? What else do I know of the streetcars and the garbage cans and the music? What else can I tell you about Suzanne?

Well, as a child I loved anything pretty, especially clothes or jewelry. I was a gypsy, Mama used to say, with rings, bracelets, anything that glittered—and I liked a lot of them. Mama made most of my clothes when I was little, until she got too nervous to sew anymore. And she sewed beautifully. I remember one dress she made. It was two pieces; I had designed it in taffeta with small red and white checks. The skirt was full, the overblouse had a square neck and big puffed sleeves, and it had a bustle and ruffles up the back—and I glued sequins into every square of that dress! That was a very popular style at the time, and it looks like it’s coming back again. But I have no intention of gluing little sequins onto anything ever again!

I loved clothes (I still do) and I loved to design them (I still do) but as a young girl I never felt I had enough to wear. I can remember walking to school with my friend Patty Melvin: We were in fourth or fifth grade and it was still warm, so it must have been September. I can still see us, walking on the shady side of the street, and I can still picture Patty’s new beige skirt and matching sweater. Patty was on the plump side, but I envied her, her house, her sister, her pretty clothes. As we walked she told me her mother had bought her a red and brown skirt, too, with matching sweaters, and she had two pairs of school shoes. I thought she must be the richest girl in the world!

Like all little girls at that time, I had paper dolls, but I didn’t play with them—I designed new clothes for them. I never played with dolls, but with paper, pencil, and crayon I’d be contented for hours. I thought dolls were silly; it was silly to talk to them: “It’s time to go to the ball, Patsy Ann.” Ugh. Fantasy didn’t appeal to me. I couldn’t fantasize. What I liked was washing and ironing their clothes and doing it again and again. To me, that was doing something.

For a while I was just a girl cutting out paper-doll clothes and taking singing lessons, but not for long. By the time I was eleven I was performing again.

A local promoter, Carl Werner, had taken over my career; and because of him, when I was twelve I was selected as the Oregon Victory Girl. This happened during the war—the Second World War, not the First. My job was to travel around the state singing and selling victory bonds, anything for the cause. I’m not certain how I actually got the job, but I’m pretty sure no money was involved. At least not for me. I did it for almost two years. In the winter, when I was in school, I would do the Kiwanis Clubs and the Rotary Clubs, many groups like that. In the summer I would go to different towns and sing at war bond rallies, army camps, and naval installations, at veterans’ homes and hospitals. This would usually take all summer, and I enjoyed it; it gave me something to do. I enjoyed the traveling, enjoyed meeting people. I even christened a warship once, the Peter Skene Ogden: It sank!

One time, Lana Turner came to town and I presented her with a bouquet of roses and sang my victory songs. I was terribly excited to meet her—and I can even remember what she wore, a suit with a black and white polka-dot blouse, a hat, and a fur. She was a “sweater girl” all right. Her image was there—right in front. I went home afterward and lay in bed wondering what she was doing at that exact moment, trying to picture her life, her glamorous life. A couple of years later I met her again at MGM, but she didn’t remember me, of course. In fact, I met her many times after that and she never remembered who I was. Every time I’d say, “Oh, yes, we’ve met before, many times.”

During those same years, I had two weekly radio shows of my own. On the first one I sang with an organ accompaniment once a week on KOIN Radio. It was sponsored by Zell Brothers jewelry store. Eight dollars a week, fifteen minutes of song. I loved my theme song, an old song, “For You.” (“There’s nothing in this world I wouldn’t do, For you, For you.”) Later I did an hour show with an orchestra and other performers on Sunday nights. It was unusual for someone so young to have a show, but it all seemed very normal to me and fun.

Radio was spectacular in those days, like television today. The big shows I did later, like The Railroad Hour, Lux Radio Theater, and The Chase and Sanborn Hour with Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, all had their own orchestras. All the big stations—and the one in Portland was comparatively big—had their own staffs, orchestras, and companies of stars. Radio had a mystery about it. I would listen to I Love a Mystery and the children’s shows on Saturday mornings and try to visualize what the prince or princess looked like. Very rarely did you see pictures of radio personalities in magazines or papers. It was all a fantasy: You could fantasize whatever you liked. It was exciting. It still is to me.

We stayed at the Banbury Cross for four or five years—with me no doubt driving the tenants crazy with all that warbling—but by the time I was thirteen and still the Oregon Victory Girl, my parents had bought a house. Daddy was selling baby food then, for Clapp’s Baby Foods, and he was doing quite well. I actually had my own bedroom, and Mama made a skirt for the kidney-shaped dressing table Daddy had bought at an unfinished furniture store. It was white organdy with eyelet raffles. I felt like a princess, and oh so posh. Finally we had a house.

How I wanted to be normal or ordinary, and enter Grant High School. But I was always being pulled out of school to perform somewhere. I was always set apart from the other kids, and I worked so hard not to be stuck-up.

I did have one girlfriend in the seventh and eighth grades, Nancy Lee Dixon; later her married name was Huntzinger. I was very close to her. She was very sweet. We kept in contact until a few years ago when she passed away. Of course, she lived on one side of the school and I lived on the other; but at least we went to the movies together on Saturday afternoons. I even started spending Saturday nights over at her house after my bedwetting stopped. I don’t believe she ever stayed at our house, though. Mama didn’t really like having children around.

I was sort of popular with some of the other girls, but I always felt they were looking down their noses at me: “Oh, she has to go do that again, she has to go perform.” But worst of all was performing at school. Oh, how I hated that. Standing in front of my peers was very difficult. Even today it’s difficult for me because I want to be so good. Kids are very cruel to each other; they’re jealous, sarcastic, rude. I would do anything to get out of performing in school. Anything.

I just wanted to be one of the gang, but I never knew where the gang went because I was always away working. Usually the job would be to sing at a luncheon meeting, from twelve to two, so by the time I got back there would be a half hour of school left. That sort of thing didn’t go over too well with the other kids. I didn’t think I was special, just different. But I didn’t like that difference.

It was an odd life really. I was different but eager to be ordinary. Now here I am, years later, looking through a scrapbook that was started forty-six years ago, seeing a program from a voice recital when I was ten in which I sang “Il Baccio”: I’m also looking at the thanks I got from many Rotary Clubs; newspaper clippings about my war-bond effort (the navy made me an honorary recruiting officer); a picture of me with Lana Turner; a thank-you note from the president of Northwestern Electric Company (for singing on their radio program); a photograph of me in my winter Victory Girl outfit (a red, white, and blue uniform); a get-well letter from the mayor of Portland (when I came down with the measles); things I had almost forgotten. And I’m wondering: Was that me?
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WHEN PAUL E. Burce married petite Eileen Baker in Portland on May 12, 1928 (not a good year for marrying, it seems), I doubt they were thinking about tiny movie stars as they walked down that aisle, an eager and innocent young couple. I’m not sure Mama even wanted children.

I am sure they were thinking about romance, love forever, and a future together. They must have been so glad they had met, so glad he had moved to Portland from Shaunavon, Saskatchewan, Canada, and she from Tacoma, Washington. Neither of them could have anticipated the years of struggling to pay the rent, Daddy’s job delivering Wonder Bread, Mama’s tiredness or boredom (evidently she was always taking naps), their increasingly frequent arguments and eventual divorce. Neither of them could have imagined that someday they’d have a daughter who would dance with Fred Astaire.

Even when I was very small, my parents didn’t get along. It isn’t so much the fighting I remember, though there was that, it was the terrible “silent times” when Mama wouldn’t speak to Daddy for days. Daddy wasn’t a fighter, I guess, and that made Mama angry, so she’d give him the silent treatment, and I was translator. Sometimes the best way to win is not to say anything, to freeze the other person out with your anger—and she knew how to do that. I hated being shut out.

It seemed to me as if Daddy could never
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