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​Author’s Note

 

Phyllis Diller was unlike anybody I’d met before—not because she was a celebrity, but because of her determination, her drive, her absolute faith in herself, and her firm belief that she could be and do anything she set her mind to. She was like a force of nature—unstoppable and at times overwhelming.

Phyllis was never a quitter. Even after she retired from the stage, she continued to work, turning her talent to painting. She sold her paintings at auctions and to collectors and donated many to charitable events. The last time I was in her house, just a year before she died, she invited me to view her studio, which was filled with canvases both large and small. She had set up the room with easels that held an assortment of works-in-progress, and tables that were covered with brushes and paints. Phyllis had stacked canvases, some finished, some not, against the walls. One large painting that she called Buttons stood on the easel by the door. Her paintings lined the upstairs hallway leading to what had once been my office.

After Phyllis died, I read the comments attached to the obituaries in both the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. I was struck by how many people had sweet memories of Phyllis and stories to share and the love for her that poured forth. Phyllis was indeed an American icon. I started to add my own comments but soon realized I would need a book to record my thoughts. Then I reminded myself that I had already done that.

During the time I worked for Phyllis, she often said, “Robin, you should write a book.” Several years later, I did. I sent it to her. She read it and wrote an endorsement, but as anyone who has ever tried to get a book published knows, it is difficult. For many years, this manuscript has languished in the bottom drawer of my dresser under a pile of socks.

When I worked for Phyllis, people often asked me, “What’s Phyllis Diller really like?” Now that Phyllis has left us, I wanted to share the “real Phyllis Diller” with her fans and admirers. I hope you enjoy reading about her life offstage and are as impressed with this remarkable woman as are those of us who worked with her. She truly was one of a kind.


  ​1

 

A high wall surrounded the mansion on South Rockingham Avenue in Brentwood. A small plaque by the curb displayed the house number. I checked the address I’d scrawled on a piece of scratch paper.

Yes, this is the place.

The gate stood open and I pulled my secondhand Volkswagen onto the beautifully patterned brick forecourt and parked a safe distance from a sleek gray Jaguar. I looked at my watch and saw that in spite of getting lost on the meandering streets of Brentwood, I was pretty close to on time.

I clutched my résumé in one hand and checked my makeup in the rearview mirror. As I walked down the path toward the front door, I glimpsed a sporty convertible and a Rolls Royce under a carport off to the side.

Strange that the house didn’t face the street—rather, it looked south toward a large green lawn surrounded by manicured bushes and very tall trees. To the west I could see only trees but knew I was atop a bluff a couple of miles from the Pacific Ocean. Perhaps if the trees weren’t there, I could actually see the water. I took a few deep breaths and inhaled the tangy salt air. A nice change from smoggy Los Angeles. I tried to be calm, not to think about the fact that I could be walking into a life-changing experience.

For the past few months I’d been working at a series of temporary jobs. Prior to that, I had spent five years as a secretary for the U.S. Department of State in the Foreign Service, first at the American Embassy in Pretoria, South Africa, then at the Embassy in London.

Ah, yes, London in the swingin’ ’60s.

I’d spent a total of five years overseas and at the age of twenty-eight decided I didn’t want to live in foreign countries all my life. In the Foreign Service, popular wisdom says that if you stay for more than two tours, you will never be able to leave. Living abroad on an American salary is living royally. I knew I would have a hard time giving up all of those advantages—the maids, the travel, the money to buy designer clothes, and so much more, but I loved America and Americans. I was colossally homesick, and in 1970 I bid the Foreign Service good-bye and came back to live with my parents in North Hollywood, California. This had not been an easy decision, and one of my great fears was that I would never have a job as exciting as the one I had just left. The idea of being stuck in some dead-end job in, say, an insurance company, gave me the heebie-jeebies. The irony was that at the time I was filling in for the executive secretary to the vice president of a large insurance company.

Thank heaven the man I worked for could tell I didn’t fit in.

“You need to get a really good job,” he said one day. I agreed, but what? “I’d like to put you in touch with the employment agency we use. They’re very good, and I’m sure they can find you something you like.”

I hoped he was right.

The lady at the employment agency was nice, thorough, and said she’d call me when something turned up. She called the next morning.

“Do you still have your passport?” she asked.

“Yes,” I assured her, although it wasn’t the whole truth, but I didn’t think I needed to bother this nice lady with silly details.

“I have a job with someone who travels a lot. She’s leaving for London next week and her secretary just quit. I think you’d be perfect.”

I nearly dropped the phone. I swear my heart skipped a beat.

“Can you go this afternoon for an interview?”

“Yes! Yes! Absolutely. Of course!”

“It’s close to where you are now, in Brentwood.” She gave me directions to the house. “When you get there, ask for Phyllis Diller.”
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I stood between tall white pillars on a small front porch edged with bowls of colorful flowers. I could hear door chimes echoing inside. A petite lady with blond hair opened the door. She looked decidedly nervous. Could this be Phyllis Diller? I’d not had a television for the past five years, so I wasn’t quite sure what a Phyllis Diller was, but I had heard the name. Some kind of celebrity, for sure.

The lady introduced herself—Val, the housekeeper. Val assured me that Miss Diller would be along shortly. She was at lunch with Marc London, the head writer of Laugh-In, and seemed to be running a little late. Val showed me to a seat in the living room, which was filled with dozens of red roses. It featured a grand piano at one end and an almost life-size painting of Bob Hope at the other. Val offered me a drink, which I declined, then she excused herself, once again telling me that Miss Diller would be along shortly.

From where I sat I could see that the house was built around a formal courtyard with a fountain and wrought-iron love seat. I considered that there could hardly be a less ideal place for a courtship because nearly every room of the house seemed to look out onto the courtyard.

The appointment was for one o’clock, and by two o’clock I concluded Miss Diller would be more than a little late. Val popped in from time to time, offering refreshment and reassurances. The later it became, the more nervous Val became. The more nervous Val became, the calmer I became. By four o’clock, when Miss Diller returned home, I was starting to get slightly bored. Val was a wreck.

Miss Diller entered the room in a swirl of multicolored silk, smiled, and apologized for being late. She took my résumé, scanned it quickly, and right away told me she was impressed by my Foreign Service background, intrigued by my hyphenated name, and pleased to note that I was an experienced traveler. Although my initial apprehension had returned when I’d heard the front door open, I relaxed almost immediately. She seemed very nice and was as normal as any employer interviewing a prospective secretary.

“There’s a lot of traveling in this job,” she warned me. I tried to look serious, as if somehow this might be bad. “My last secretary couldn’t take the pressure,” she continued. “She left me stranded in New Orleans.”

(I found out later that Phyllis had indulged in hyperbole; she never traveled alone. In addition to the secretary, she usually had her husband, her wardrobe mistress, and occasionally one of her teenage children.)

We’d talked for about ten minutes when Phyllis’s husband, Warde, came in. He had been putting away his car—an Excalibur Roadster, an expensive sports car that looked like a 1929 Mercedes-Benz. A wedding present from Phyllis, I later found out.

He should have been handsome; he was tall and slim with stunning blue eyes in a well-shaped face, but it was distorted by a sneer. He looked rather outlandish, dressed in a stretch lace shirt, tight pants, and tightly curled gray hair. He radiated condescension, which I found surprising for someone who wore stretch lace shirts. He took my résumé from Phyllis and skimmed over it.

“Well,” he announced, “this looks very good, but you must realize that Madam (it turned out he always called her that in front of the help) has many people to interview. We’ll have to let you know.”

That startled me. I thought Phyllis and I were getting along quite well.

Phyllis also appeared taken aback. “Warde, please let me finish talking to this young lady.”

“Ada,” he said, “I need to talk to you.”

Who is Ada, I wondered.

Phyllis went out into the hall with her husband and I overheard a ferocious battle being carried on in whispers. It wasn’t long before Warde returned to the living room to dismiss me. Phyllis was not with him.

“You must understand,” he told me, “Madam can’t just hire the first person who applies. This is a very specialized position. You can check with the agency and they’ll let you know.” He left the room and Val appeared to show me out. As she walked with me to the front door, I could hear Warde’s raised voice. Phrases like “you have to listen to me” and “you don’t know what you’re doing” floated down the hallway. I didn’t know if I wanted this job or not.

The lady at the employment agency called me the next day. “You’ve been offered the job with Miss Diller.”

I hesitated a moment as I remembered the sneer on Warde’s face and his high-handed manner, then I looked around the little windowless cubicle where I was sitting. I thought about my brand-new passport and traveling, doing something really different.

“Okay,” I said with perhaps less enthusiasm than she expected.

“I don’t have all the details,” she went on. “I’ll give you the phone number of Miss Diller’s attorney in New York.”

I asked my current boss if I could place a long-distance call, and he not only agreed, but said I could use his office for privacy.

When I reached the attorney, Mr. B, he named a pretty low salary. I thought a celebrity would pay more, but Mr. B explained that Miss Diller felt there were plenty of perks that came from working for her—the travel, the excitement, and the opportunity to do things that were out of the ordinary. Also, he added, there was a ten-dollar per diem for every day we traveled. That was to cover the cost of meals and other necessities, such as dry cleaning, when we were in hotels.

I guessed it was okay. I knew I didn’t want to keep working in a nine-to-five job, and working for Phyllis Diller seemed fun and adventurous. It would be different from anything I’d done before and different was good.

I asked Mr. B if there was insurance or other benefits. He snorted—or perhaps it was a laugh. Apparently, the glamour of working for Miss Diller was supposed to trump all other considerations. Still, it definitely appealed to me and seemed too good to pass up. I’d wanted something out of the ordinary and this certainly was that. I agreed to the salary and Mr. B told me to be at the house at 9:00 a.m. Monday.


  ​3

 

Monday morning I arrived full of anticipation and some trepidation.

“Phyllis and Warde left for London on Saturday,” Val told me as she ushered me in. “They took Karen with them. She’s Phyllis’s wardrobe mistress.”

I’d been looking forward to going back to London and had rushed through my passport renewal. (When I left the Department of State job, my Official Passport had been canceled, and I had to get a new one.) I swallowed my disappointment and told myself it was probably just as well that I’d have time to settle in before they got back. I later learned that Karen loathed London as much as I loved it.

Val took me upstairs to the back of the house to a little room with a slanted ceiling. “This is your office,” Val said and gestured toward an older woman seated at a desk. “This is Maria. She’s the home secretary.”

Maria stood and shook my hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said in a softly accented voice.

The room was tiny and I guessed it had been designed as a nursery. Two desks and four filing cabinets filled the entire space. Our desks were arranged back-to-back so we faced each other.

Over the next few days I learned Maria’s story, which was somewhat gothic. She came from a wealthy family who had a grand home in Mexico City. She had been raised a “lady,” so had no skills or trade, and after a disastrous reversal of fortune and a short, unhappy marriage, found herself on her own. She and her sister moved to the States, where they learned to type and got jobs as secretaries and occasionally translators. Maria ended up as the “home secretary” to Phyllis Diller. I felt that in true gothic-novel tradition, there should be a handsome son to rescue her, but although Phyllis’s son was quite handsome, he was still in his teens.

Val then took me downstairs to the kitchen, which was painted bright red and had red appliances. It sort of startled me.

“This is where we take our breaks,” she said, motioning to a small dinette. “You get here at nine and work till five, with an hour for lunch. We take breaks in the morning and afternoon.” Val went on to introduce me to Tina and Mary, the maids who worked under Val. Tina was Japanese and her husband was a monk—Buddhist, I think, but never found out for sure. Mary was English, and I had no idea how Phyllis found them or how long they had worked there, but I got the impression it had been quite a long time.

“So there’s six of us?” I asked Val.

“Seven.”

I counted quickly—Tina and Mary, Val, Karen the wardrobe mistress, Maria, and me.

“You haven’t met Ingrid. She’s a college student and works part time on Phyllis’s gag file.”

The morning and afternoon breaks were the highlight of the day. Maria and I kept everyone informed of the latest plans—the agent had just called with an offer of a week in Chicago—and they told us the household activities—the gardener let the dogs out again, or Phyllis is having a birthday party for Cyd Charisse next week.

That first week Maria explained how everything worked in the office. She showed me stacks of 8x10 publicity photographs, some black and white and some in color.

“You take these when Phyllis is on the road. She will autograph them individually for people who request them.” She then handed me a stack of postcards showing Phyllis in a short dress, with an elaborate feather headdress and holding a long cigarette holder. Later I found out that she didn’t smoke—never had—the cigarette holder was a prop. “These are to give to fans. Phyllis doesn’t autograph them.”

Maria opened the closet door behind her. It was crammed with every kind of office need imaginable.

“This is what you will take with you on the road,” she explained.

“All that?”

“No, of course not. I mean here is all that you will need to take in the office bag.” She then pulled two white, hard-sided suitcases from the corner. “These are your office bags.”

“A traveling office?” I wasn’t at all sure I liked the looks of that.

“You will also take some of these books,” Maria went on, gesturing to stacks of Phyllis Diller’s Housekeeping Hints and Phyllis Diller’s Marriage Manual. It seemed I was going to be taking an awful lot of stuff with me.

During the week, Maria showed me Phyllis’s joke file, and I met Ingrid, the college student. Maria explained that whenever Phyllis came up with a new joke, she, Maria, would type it on a 3x5 index card and Ingrid then filed it in whatever category Phyllis had indicated. Sometimes jokes overlapped and Maria typed the joke on several different cards, and Ingrid filed them accordingly. It was quite a remarkable setup. So remarkable, it ended up in the Smithsonian.

Maria also explained how Phyllis got her bookings through the William Morris Agency, whom at the agency Phyllis dealt with, and how to handle the various kinds of phone calls. Most calls were business, but occasionally a fan would get hold of Phyllis’s number. Those would be handled discreetly but firmly, Maria said.

Great, I thought. Discreet I could be. Firm would be another matter.

Maria went on to tell me about requests from organizations seeking items for celebrity auctions. I’d never heard of a celebrity auction, but apparently they were all the rage. Schools and charities requested items to auction off for fund-raisers. Maria would get all the particulars and ask Phyllis what, if anything, she would donate. Phyllis had a supply of her trademark cigarette holders just for that purpose, and sometimes she gave something more personal, such as a pair of boots or gloves that had seen better days. She usually autographed the item to increase its value.

“If anyone calls with a request, be sure to get all the information before you take it to Phyllis,” Maria said.

I had this lesson driven home the following week when Phyllis’s publicist, Frank, called to say that the Milk Board would pay Phyllis $50,000 to do a commercial. When I told Phyllis about it, she said, “What kind of commercial? Is it a billboard? Newspaper? Television? How long will it run? What market will it show in?” When I said I didn’t know, she said, “You always need to get all the details.” I never made that mistake again.

At the beginning of my second week they returned from London and I met Karen, a petite Hawaiian girl, for the first time. She had a no-nonsense attitude with definite ideas of how things should be done, and she quickly set me straight on the protocol of the household.

“You call Phyllis, Phyllis. Warde is Mr. Donovan, never ever Mr. Diller. And some people think he’s ‘Fang,’ but he’s not.”

Phyllis insisted Fang was purely fictional, but the household gossip had it that the character closely resembled Phyllis’s first husband, Sherwood.

“If Warde tells you to do something, you check with Phyllis first,” Karen continued. “Warde likes to stir the pot and cause trouble. Be careful of him.”

“What about Phyllis?” I asked.

“You’ll be fine as long as you do everything right.”

Oh, swell.

“No, really,” Karen went on. “Phyllis can be demanding. Her favorite word is ‘perfect,’ but you’ll do fine.”

I hoped she was right.

Karen, after explaining who was who, took me on a tour of the house. The place struck me as rather odd—one side had two stories, but the other side had only one. That wasn’t apparent from the outside, but I had to wonder what the architect was thinking. Phyllis and Warde’s bedroom was on the one-story side at the back of the house, which afforded absolute privacy—something Phyllis treasured.

Karen moved swiftly and with confidence as she showed me her domain—the wardrobe room right next to the bedroom. It was huge and meticulously arranged. “This side are the costumes. I hang them up by age, new ones in front. Phyllis’s friend Omar makes them all.”

 It turned out that Omar’s name was really Gloria, but Phyllis had dubbed her Omar the Tentmaker because of the A-line style of costumes Phyllis wore onstage. They could be said to vaguely resemble tents. Some of the costumes were outlandish while others were really beautiful. Of course, Phyllis always made them look outlandish when she added her jeweled dog collar, feathered headdress, and ankle-high boots.

“Phyllis designed the see-through hat boxes,” Karen said as she motioned to the shelves above, which were lined with hats and headdresses.

Karen showed me the shelves with boots, and shallow drawers of gloves, cigarette holders, and the sparkly dog-collar necklaces Phyllis always wore onstage. Feather boas were arranged by color on their own padded hangers.

“These are street clothes,” Karen said, turning to the other side of the room.

Really? Had me fooled. Some were normal clothes, such as dresses, blouses, and slacks, but some were flowing, flowering caftans and sparkly dresses that surely Phyllis could’ve worn onstage. There were also hangers with the white-on-white outfits Phyllis wore around the house. Sometimes when she wanted to go out shopping or make some other quick trip, she would add a white hood that covered her hair, and large sunglasses. She considered this a disguise, but it actually drew more attention than if she’d just looked like herself. And, of course, there was no way to disguise the laugh. And Phyllis liked to laugh!

As we went through the wardrobe, Karen straightened a dress here, rearranged a drawer there, and switched some of the shoes and boots around to her satisfaction. Sometimes after Phyllis had been rummaging for something to wear, Karen would spend thirty minutes putting everything back the way it should be.

Finally, Karen motioned to the back of the room. “Here are her evening clothes.”

Oh my gosh. I stood and stared. Long gowns and short cocktail dresses, beaded and plain, elegant and kitschy covered the entire back wall. In addition, Phyllis had an array of wraps—coats and shawls—and finally a rack that held her many fur coats, from short car coats to dress-length mink coats in several shades, and a floor-length white ermine and an elegant gray chinchilla. The chinchilla fur was so thick and soft that touching it made me feel as though I had a handful of whipped cream. Phyllis had a lot of beautiful clothes. Everything smelled faintly of her special perfume. The wardrobe room had plenty of light and was quite large, but even so it seemed oppressive and I was glad to leave.

Karen flipped off the banks of lights, and we proceeded down the hallway toward the front of the house past Val’s office. Val ran the household and saw to all the shopping, cleaning, and everything else that needed to be done, as I already knew. I found Val a bit odd. She always seemed a little nervous. As I came to know everyone, I realized she was the only one in the house who really got along with Warde.

Karen relied on Val to get the clothes to the cleaners when we got back from a trip, and Karen always checked to make sure everything was clean and ready to go for the next time. Karen herself did any mending of costumes, replacing missing buttons, sequins, or alterations that Phyllis requested. She put the gloves back in the right drawer, arranged by color, and made sure that any that had gotten soiled were cleaned before they were put away. Same for all the costumes, shoes, and other accessories.

After Val’s office, Karen showed me the long, screened-in Calvin Coolidge Porch, which ran along the single-story side of the house by the master bedroom. Phyllis loved to sit out there on pleasant days and often did her work—studying scripts, writing material, reviewing letters and contracts—in that somewhat remote and quiet setting that overlooked the wide, green lawn.

The front of the house had the huge living room, which was filled with vases of red roses—her favorite. The day of my interview, I’d gone over to smell them. I was startled to find they were artificial. They were so perfectly crafted that they really, truly, looked real. The living room had a high ceiling and stained- and leaded-glass windows, and a cozy alcove with two small settees. It was rather old-fashioned and sweet.

We passed through the dining room and billiards room and ended up in the bright-red kitchen. Karen poured us each a cup of coffee and we settled in the small dinette where we had our breaks.

“So, what do you think?”

“It’s a gorgeous house,” I said. It was very open, with lots of windows and decorated in an eclectic style—lots of antiques but also the occasional strange little doodad that had no doubt struck Phyllis’s fancy and she’d put on display. I had seen nothing cheap or jarring, however, and somehow it all came together.

“This is going to sound odd,” I said as I poured cream into my coffee, “but there is something a little spooky back there.”

“You mean the wardrobe room?”

I nodded.

“It’s haunted.”

I stared at Karen for a moment to see if she was laughing. She wasn’t.

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” I said perhaps a little more forcefully than I needed to.

She shrugged.

“I don’t, either,” she said, “but everybody knows there’s something strange with that room.”

From that time on, I avoided it as much as possible. I told myself it was only because of the massive racks of clothes, with the hats on the shelf above, that made it look almost like there were people in there. Of course, there weren’t. Not people and not ghosts, either. Still, I always quickened my pace as I walked past it.
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The next day I began working with Phyllis, glad to learn that Warde had stopped in New York on his way back from London. At least I didn’t have to get used to both of them at the same time.

Shortly before noon, which was shortly after she got up, Phyllis buzzed me on the intercom. “Come down and bring your note pad,” she instructed. I took the back stairway just outside the office into the anteroom off the master bedroom. There was no door between the anteroom and the bedroom, and I hesitated.

“Come in,” Phyllis called. She was seated on the edge of the bed wearing her “uniform”—a white, short-sleeved shirt, white slacks, and white ballet slippers. Stacks of paper, letters, notes, and pictures were scattered about the room. It would have been a beautiful bedroom if it weren’t so cluttered. Windows looked out on the garden, and in an alcove stood a harpsichord.

Hardly ever see those anymore, I thought. Karen told me that Phyllis had studied to be a concert pianist. I sat in the small chair Phyllis indicated.

“You’ve met everyone,” Phyllis said. It was half question and half statement.

I nodded.

“Here’s my schedule. Maria keeps it up-to-date.” She reached down and plucked a paper off the closest pile. “Now, let’s see. This is a little out-of-date. We just got back from London . . .” She crossed off the top item on the schedule “. . . and Saturday we leave for Pittsburgh. I play the Holiday House there for a week. Tomorrow I’m taping at ABC. This date in Dallas has been canceled.” She crossed out another portion of the schedule and handed it to me. “Ask Maria for a new one.”

I then spent an hour trailing her around the house trying to remember the mixture of instructions, some to do with work, some to do with family.

“My son, Perry, lives with me, as well as Warde’s two boys, Shane and Todd. My daughter, Susie, lives here, too. She has the Abraham Lincoln Suite.”

Phyllis had named many of the rooms. She’d christened the living room the Bob Hope Salon, obviously because of the huge portrait; the screened-in sun porch was the Calvin Coolidge Porch because she had furnished it with cool, white wicker; a hall closet that Phyllis had converted into a private phone booth she had dubbed the John Wilkes Booth; and at the back of the house was a sort of rumpus room all done in red-and-white stripes and sporting a soda fountain—the Doris Day Room.

Phyllis rattled off a list of people I would be dealing with: her agent, Fred; her publicist, Frank; her attorney, Mr. B (whom I’d already “met” over the phone); her travel agent, Jimmy; and the names of her designer, decorator, children who weren’t living there, and a dozen others. I scribbled frantically. She also confirmed something Karen had told me: “If Warde tells you to do anything, you check with me first. He sometimes likes to think he’s my manager, but he’s not.”

I nodded, perhaps too enthusiastically.

“There is one other thing,” she said as she sat down and motioned me to do likewise. “He often does things that are annoying, and he may try to interfere with your work. If he does, you come tell me. But if it comes to a showdown between the two of you, I’ll side with him. You are my secretary, but Warde is my husband.”

At least I knew where I stood and was glad that she had laid it out in the open. I realized that he was in a difficult position. Not many men like to live off of a woman, but she wanted a husband who would travel with her, so it was impossible for him to have a “regular” job. I suppose that throwing his weight around made him feel important. At that moment, however, I was glad he wasn’t around. He was going to meet us in Pittsburgh.

By the end of the first week, I had a hazy picture of what Phyllis Diller was really like. She was smart and focused. She was exacting but not unreasonable, nor did she have a temper. I figured that someone who had made it to the top of that strange business and could keep her humanity, her perspective, and her dignity had earned every right to be demanding. I had no problem with that.

She was also something of a paradox. Although she seemed determined to establish a definite employer-employee relationship, at break time she often came into the kitchen and told jokes until we were all in stitches. She particularly liked jokes about food. My favorite was: “My idea of the perfect hostess is one who can convince her dinner guests that caraway seeds have legs!” Then she would laugh that full-throated, raucous laugh, and how could we help but all laugh with her? However, I had the impression of someone who, in spite of her fame and her wealth, was perhaps a little lonely.
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Phyllis liked to get her work done in the morning. Usually, sometime around 10:30 or 11:00, she’d summon me by saying, “Come down and bring your notebook.” From the beginning, she delegated the routine correspondence, and it wasn’t long before she would simply hand me a contract and say, “Make the arrangements.”

Some things Maria took care of, but I personally talked to the people we’d be dealing with. I wanted to confirm rehearsals and publicity appearances and nail down details. The first person I’d call was Phyllis’s agent to find out anything that might not be obvious.

“Hey,” he told me one time, “that promoter is going to try to get Phyllis to do some personal appearances. That’s not in the contract. Tell him no.” Or, “There’s a radio station that does promos for the theater and Phyllis has agreed to record something for them. Give them a call when you get settled and Phyllis can do that over the phone.”

While Maria talked to the travel agent making airline and hotel reservations, I’d call the limo company both in L.A. and at our destination. In New York and Chicago, Phyllis not only used a particular limo service but had a favorite driver that I learned to ask for. Phyllis told me that small cities and towns often did not have limousine companies, so I should contact the local mortuary—they had limos for funerals and were perfectly happy to rent them
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