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There is only one unpardonable sin—deliberate cruelty.

—TRUMAN CAPOTE, THE THANKSGIVING VISITOR






PROLOGUE [image: ]

If Ann Woodward had resolved to live a quiet life in Europe, where she could mourn her late husband, Billy Woodward, far from the madding crowd of the American press, the town of Saint Moritz, high in the Swiss Alps, was certainly an unusual place to retreat to. Renowned for its winter sports, popular as a spa hamlet, and exclusive as a community where entertainers, celebrities, and assorted socialites gathered, Saint Moritz was a lesser European sun around which various society moons revolved. While summer tourism was popular, it was in winter that this small city shined. Luminaries descended in head-to-toe furs in the daytime and flashy jewels at night, their diamonds and bangles competing with the glittering snow. In the fall of 1956, Ann Woodward was once again the center of attention as she sat down for dinner at one of Europe’s most elite restaurants.

Back in the United States, those familiar with Ann Woodward—and lately there were few who had not heard of her, whether over lunch at the Colony on New York’s Upper East Side, or on the front pages of tabloids—believed that she had been banished to Europe by her formidable mother-in-law, Elsie Woodward, and was now likely leading a lonely life, without family or friends, much less a lover, with plenty of time to reflect on the transgressions that had forced her into exile.

But as Truman Capote watched her from a table across the restaurant, he saw that she was not the solitary widow they expected. Capote was not only surprised to see her in this particular location, but astonished to see her in the company of a man, which was a cause for raised eyebrows, considering that she had entered widowhood by her own hand not so very long ago. But Ann Woodward did not seem rattled by the patrons staring with obvious disdain as she exchanged languorous looks with her companion.

Truman recognized the man she was with: Claus von Bülow. A noted womanizer, the tall and handsome von Bülow had committed himself to the effort of charming a long list of social contacts and prided himself on his cultivation of illustrious connections—much as Ann herself had done during her early years in New York. Ann found in von Bülow an amusing companion, younger than herself, a man with a past as colorful as her own, if not more so. The rumors surrounding him were dark: that he was a necrophile; that he had killed his mother and stashed her body on ice; that somehow, he was still embroiled in espionage; that as a youth he had attended Hermann Göring’s wedding. Von Bülow could rebut most of the gossip if he ever found himself in the mood to explain, which was rare. Most of the time he shrugged away the stories with a smirk, which made him even more beguiling to many.

In later years, long after Ann Woodward had come and gone from his life, Claus von Bülow would be indicted for the attempted murder of his wife, Sunny, whom he married in June 1966, and who would spend twenty-seven years and eleven months in a coma after it was suspected Claus von Bülow attempted to kill her by injecting her with sedatives and insulin. The position he would find himself in was not unlike Ann Woodward’s, and further solidified his bizarre connection to her.

Truman Capote had, of course, heard all about Billy Woodward’s murder when it happened back on Long Island. On November 15, 1955, not two weeks after Billy’s death, Truman had written to his friend the photographer Cecil Beaton that “Ann Woodward continues to occupy the front pages—but those who discuss it have had to move to L’Aiglan since Mr. Soulé closed the Pavillion. L’Aiglan has upped its prices.” But Capote most often frequented Henri Soulé’s restaurant La Côte Basque, which had opened in the late 1950s and was located just across the street from the Saint Regis Hotel in New York City. There, Truman’s eyes often widened in mischief and delight when he and his friends told the most cutting jokes and dished the other diners, including Ann Woodward, who was not only a patron but also lately a topic of discussion.

Truman Capote found Ann Woodward interesting. Indecorous, perhaps. Certainly audacious for showing herself in public so soon after being accused of killing her husband, and with a man who appeared to be a lover. He continued to stare, but at a certain point he was compelled to get up from his table and walk toward Ann Woodward. He must have also had a suspicion that the encounter, however short, would annoy her, if not downright distress her, which likely increased his delight at his own mischief. As he arrived at the table, Ann immediately got up from her chair, angry that she should have been disturbed during her meal. A short conversation followed, during which, apparently, Ann called Truman “a little fag.”

That was not the first time that Truman Capote had been insulted for his sexual orientation, nor would it be the last. But with the insult coming from Ann Woodward, an accused killer, he took more offense to the jab than he usually did. He returned the slur by wagging his finger at her and calling her “Mrs. Bang Bang,” a moniker that would stick to her for the rest of her days. After leaving Saint Moritz, he would repeat the story of how he had met the notorious Ann Woodward whenever the opportunity presented itself, embellishing his tale and relishing each detail.

Ann Woodward eventually came to learn that Truman was constantly talking about her. She grew to despise the man she referred to as a “little toad,” but she also should have known he was dangerous. He once confessed, “I am about as tall as a shotgun, and just as nasty.” He was especially keen to hurt those who hurt him. An insult to his sexuality would sharpen his wit. In later years, Truman’s friend Lee Radziwill echoed Ann Woodward’s words when Truman Capote was in a spat with his novelist rival Gore Vidal. “What does it matter?” Radziwill told the reporter Liz Smith. “They are just a couple of fags.”

When Truman learned of that conversation and was asked about it during a televised interview, he smiled sardonically and said, “I’ll tell you something about fags, especially southern fags. We is mean. A southern fag is meaner than the meanest rattler…. We just can’t keep our mouth shut.”

In the years that followed their encounter in the restaurant in Saint Moritz, the lives of Ann Woodward and Truman Capote would occasionally converge. Ann would drift, a wan figure, on the outskirts of the social world that had once admitted her, however reluctantly. Truman, a literary bad boy who built on his early success and went on to write what he called the “nonfiction novel” In Cold Blood, became more and more of an ornamental fixture, gadfly, commentator, walker, and chronicler of the New York social world that centered on La Côte Basque and shunned Ann. Though one was the striking socialite whose life had gone wrong with the killing of her husband and the other was a small-town southern homosexual of literary brilliance, the two were not that different. Both had overcome hardscrabble, unsteady, fraught childhoods. Both had cajoled, clawed, and charmed their way into the elite circles they sought to enter. Both were vulnerable and mean. Both were familiar with violence. And the violence that caused the death of Billy Woodward would, as recounted by Truman Capote in 1975, incite fresh violence that would ultimately destroy them both. What began with insults in Saint Moritz would end in death for one and ignominy for the other.




ONE [image: ]

Ann Woodward always enjoyed the drive past the millionaires’ mansions along Long Island’s Gold Coast. It eased the low hum of her anxiety, when she contemplated how far she’d come. Born on a desolate farm in Kansas, having fought profound hardship to gain a foothold in New York society, she was now, at age forty, Mrs. Richard William Woodward Jr., the wife of one of America’s richest men. She tightened her hand over her little clutch purse, where she had stashed her jewel-encrusted necklace and bracelets after the evening’s party. What a life she had made for herself.

It was now one o’clock on the morning of Sunday, October 30, 1955, and a steady drizzle fell as they sped along. Lightning flashed in the distance, and fog shrouded the majestic Gold Coast estates. But she knew they were there in all their glory, set on acres of well-groomed grounds staked with signs warning trespassers to beware of dogs and guards. As Billy steered the curves at a frightening velocity, Ann let go of the purse and held tightly to the door handle of the car. They had ridden to the party in Billy’s black Ford Thunderbird, a car Ann enjoyed driving herself, although Billy’s favorite vehicle was what he called his “Studillac,” a customized hardtop Studebaker. It was not a car that went unnoticed, just as Billy wanted it, and they had driven it from New York City to Long Island that weekend. Not so long ago he had brought the Studillac to the horse races in Saratoga, where Ian Fleming, the writer of the James Bond books, was staying. The car had so impressed Fleming that he would dedicate his book Diamonds Are Forever to Billy: “To the memory of W.W. J.R., at Saratoga, 1954 and 1955.”

They were almost home. Ann had named their estate the Playhouse. It was a two-story frame house of wood and stucco set on forty-three-acres of striking gardens maintained by well-paid landscapers. The front of the house faced west, while the main entrance was the circular drive on Berry Hill Road.

The party had been given by George and Edith Baker in honor of Wallis Simpson, the Duchess of Windsor, at Peacock Point, their estate owned in Locust Valley, an unincorporated area in Oyster Bay. Billy had known the Bakers for decades, having spent his childhood carousing with their son and his best friend, Grenville “Bean” Baker.

There had been only sixty guests and at least that many bottles of wine and champagne. While the waiters carried serving plates full of canapes and other minuscule bites, the Bakers’ silver, china, and crystal caught the light and glittered, dazzling the guests. Ann had been a guest at the Bakers’ before. She knew the type of canapes the family preferred, and which crystal they used for such functions.

When Ann had first arrived at the party, she took a long drag from her cigarette and surveyed the room. The air was perfumed by candles that had been doused in Chanel Number 5. Ann had started doing this for her own parties, spending freely on white candles and Chanel. When she’d first married Billy, in 1943, attending these soirees had felt like a privilege, but by now it had become routine. Sometimes she was even hit hard with a wave of sadness, and so made sure to fortify herself with a few special capsules of tranquilizers before appearing on the scene. She didn’t know where that sadness came from; or better, she did, although she refused to talk about it with her analyst.

Everywhere she looked were people she’d come to know, admire, and wonder about: the politicians, the doctors, the bankers, and those (like her husband) who had simply inherited their wealth. There were Mr. and Mrs. Phipps, and Mr. and Mrs. Frost, the Sanfords, of course—they wouldn’t miss this for the world. And Mr. and Mrs. Guest—a party would not be a party without them. And the Blackwells, the Reeds, and the Slaters; and so many others. The Bakers and the Duchess of Windsor had attracted a who’s who of Manhattan and Long Island society. They owned homes on the North Shore, brownstones in the city, villas on the islands, and castles in Europe. These individuals had everything Ann had long coveted: money, privilege, taste, beauty, and the freedom to move about as they desired. They gave off a commanding aura, as if everything were their birthright. She admired the gems dangling from their ears and the diamonds strung on their necks. Ann was wearing a long strand of pearls that coyly dipped and disappeared inside her bosom. She’d adjusted her cleavage and made sure the necklace fell just right between her breasts, which she had dusted with a translucent powder that sparkled under the light. Her light blue-gray silk evening gown rustled as she walked, which she liked.

Ann was still seething from an argument with Billy during the ride over. Their alcohol-fueled fights had become routine and often public, so she was grateful that this time their spat had stayed in the privacy of their car and had not spilled over to the party itself. Across the room, she saw Billy staring back at her—she suspected they weren’t done quarreling yet.

Ann watched him chat gregariously with his friends and flirt with the women guests. Her husband had been born into this world and moved through it with ease; she did not. Growing up, she had never felt sheepish about joining a conversation, but ever since marrying into the Woodward family twelve years earlier, she had found the social conversations to be of a different, more contentious and intimidating caliber. Everyone’s manners, affectations, and even laughter appeared to be choreographed. Elsie Woodward, her mother-in-law, had warned her repeatedly about embarrassing or disrespecting the family, as if she expected such things of her. Many people thought Ann was a simpleton: a Kansas farm girl, a God-knows-what in Kansas City, a showgirl in a club in New York City. But in truth, when she was a little girl, a school test had revealed an outstanding fact—her IQ was at 139, a level of very superior intelligence. The Woodwards and their friends were unaware of that number; nor did they suspect it. And Ann did not feel compelled to share with them.

Bolstered by champagne, Ann finally joined the discussions with her husband and the rest of the attendees. The main topic this evening was the recent string of robberies plaguing their neighborhoods in Oyster Bay Cove. The perpetrator had already hit several homes, and Ann feared that theirs would be next. She wondered aloud how she’d react if it were to happen. At some point during the discussion Ann got the feeling the guests were enjoying seeing her so unnerved. These people never seemed to worry about losing their wealth to robbers lurking in the dark or to fate. When Ann was growing up, her mother, Ethel, would hide her crumpled five-dollar bills inside a little fabric pouch pinned to a blouse several sizes too big for her. The contents of that pouch were all Ethel had ever possessed, and had she lost it, she would not have known how to survive. Ann had smiled, but as she always did, she had felt that the gap between herself and these people was unbridgeable, as much as she tried to close it. Nothing helped her anxiety, not even downing several gulps of imported bubbly or popping an extra capsule from the jewel-encased pillbox inside her clutch.

Finally, after several hours and a short conversation with the Duchess of Windsor, they’d left the party. By the time they arrived home, Ann was eager to turn in for the night and forget all the chatter of the burglaries.

Not an hour later, around two in the morning, Ann awoke to the growling of her poodle. She removed the silk sleeping mask from her eyes. As she adjusted to the darkness around her, Ann heard a crash. Her children were sleeping upstairs, but her husband was across the hall; they hadn’t shared a bed in months. Had Billy heard something too?

Despite the pills she had ingested before going to bed, Ann felt a headache coming on and cursed the drinks she had had at the party. She always felt fuzzy after a night of entertainment and tried to stay in bed as long as she could the next day. Now she struggled to get up from bed and then grabbed the shotgun she kept next to her.

She crept across her room, heading for the door. Later, she would recall the chill of her bare feet on the floor, the silk nightclothes barely covering her, the bed jacket unbuttoned across her chest. When she got to the door, she turned the knob and opened it slowly. There, at the far end of the darkened hallway, she made out the silhouette of a man. She didn’t say a word, barely inhaled as she slowly brought the gun to eye level, aimed, and shot twice, hitting her mark, the figure crashing to the floor.

Or that is the story that she would tell the police, her mother-in-law, and all who asked during the rest of her life. Many would doubt her, including Truman Capote. Many people suspected she had deliberately shot her husband.




TWO [image: ]

The young William Woodward Jr. often appeared in the society pages, showing off a smiling face and a full shock of black hair, in stories declaring him “the most eligible bachelor in America.” He seemed to exude good breeding and wealth, the prince of a New York banking family who hobnobbed with the British royals. In fact, the Woodwards themselves were often considered an American dynasty. Not surprisingly, Billy—as William Woodward Jr. was known to friends—would eventually succeed his father as the director of the Hanover National Bank; he would also inherit the Belair Stud and Farm, the oldest horse farm in the United States, known for raising some of the finest Thoroughbreds in the country, including several Kentucky Derby winners and the legendary stallion Nashua.

Outwardly, Billy seemed to be manor born, enjoying the money, homes, private education, parties, privilege, friends, and the promise he was heir to. But the reality was that his acquaintances didn’t believe he possessed much of a backbone, his life ruled by his domineering mother, Elsie Woodward. His best friend, Bean Baker, suspected that Billy was still a virgin well into his twenties, and likely a homosexual. Others around him, thinking likewise, looked for evidence of both. He took no interest in the women his family and friends introduced him to, and he appeared to be more intrigued by the young men he came in contact with.

From his earliest days, Billy spoke with the flair and finesse that his parents had imbued in him, as if indeed he came from European aristocracy. For the better part of his youth he’d concluded that his father owned the world and everybody who lived in it, and he did not let anyone forget that. At school, he reminded those around him of his pedigree and last name, and his family’s banking empire always found its way into the conversation. So did the horses they raised and raced. It made sense to Billy that his father was never around the house or enjoying the company of his family. It was not because the senior Woodward preferred to spend his time with his horses or go off to the races, or because he was bedding his mistresses. It was because his father was supervising the world and the people who populated it, and doing so took most of his time and effort.

Billy’s four sisters, all older than him, had decided Billy was born to be their plaything. This was especially true for Elizabeth “Libby” Woodward, who was fourteen at the time of his birth. The girls often argued with Billy’s nannies over the privilege of changing his diapers, bathing him, or taking him outside for a walk in his fancy pram. Elsie Woodward, the matriarch of the family, didn’t mind. Immediately after the birth of her youngest child, she had developed strong headaches and a serious passion for afternoon naps, and so she left the rearing of her offspring to the strong European governesses and nannies, or to her own daughters. In later decades, toward the end of her life, Elsie Woodward admitted that being a mother was not her favorite activity.

Billy Woodward grew up pampered, indulged, and entitled. There was only one individual who could put him in his place and make him feel inadequate: his father. Billy always felt something was amiss when he compared himself with his father, that he was lacking in some fashion, and he tried his best to overcome that feeling of deficiency. However, in time Billy Woodward realized that, rather than competing with his father to better resemble him, he yearned to do more than what both of his parents had planned for him.

Eager to show that he could become something of his own making, without touting his last name or his family background, he joined the navy, where he was awarded a Purple Heart during World War II for surviving a torpedo attack that sank his ship and killed several of his shipmates. Battle had left him reckless; he had at last become interested in women and wanted to be known as a playboy. Most of all, he didn’t want to follow convention the way his sisters had, marrying a prim, parent-approved debutante. So, in March 1943, Billy took what he thought was the daring step of marrying Ann Eden Crowell.



The new Mrs. Woodward was not like any woman Billy’s mother would have chosen for him. Ann was loud, mouthy, brassy. She wore her hair big, blond, and mussed, much like movie stars might have in their more tousled, come-hither moments; and at twenty-eight, she was five years older than Billy. Friends of the Woodwards murmured that she lacked grace and charm. Billy appreciated that Ann didn’t try to impress him or his family, partly because she knew she would never be fully accepted into his circle.

Ann Eden Crowell was born Angeline Luceic Crowell in 1915 on a small and dilapidated farm in Pittsburg, Kansas, to an ambitious mother and a lazy father. Early on, she rechristened herself Ann Eden, finding the name more fitting for the actress she desired to be. She inherited from her mother, Ethel Smiley Crowell, a habit of never standing still. Ann could recall her mother bustling around the farm, feeding the animals, picking up the eggs, snapping butter beans, making preserves, knitting sweaters, taking care of not only her own family but also her in-laws. Later, Ethel would display the same level of energy when she decided to go back to school, the drudgery of a life on the farm no longer enough for her.

Soon after Ethel’s marriage to Jesse-Claude Crowell, their farm in Mexico, Missouri, failed. They heard from friends that opportunities were much better in Kansas, particularly near the small town of Pittsburg, so they left the security of the home they knew. Kansas weather appeared to suffer from mood swings, and the Crowells received the brunt of its viciousness wherever they went. There were the droughts to contend with, and the hot winds to add to their woes; the prairie fires sparked alive during the night and crackled for hours on end, while in the fall the torrential rains overwhelmed them with mud. The winter blizzards made certain to bury them entirely in January and February, and biblical swarms of locusts and rattlesnakes beset them in the summer. The depression they felt, especially Ethel’s, often made their conditions much worse. Then Jesse-Claude suffered an accident while working on the farm and broke his back. He could no longer be employed full time, and the family had to rely on Ethel to provide for all of them.

One morning, Ann’s four-year-old brother, Jesse-Claude Jr., awoke with a chill that shook him for hours; he was burning with fever. Ethel pressed cool compresses over his forehead to bring down the temperature, but his fever raged on. A doctor prescribed medicine that seemed to work, but in the middle of the night he began to vomit and choked to death during a fit. Ethel became inconsolable and, unable to care for Ann, sent the girl to live with her grandmother. By the time summer arrived, only months later, a doctor advised Jesse-Claude to send Ethel away from the farm. That move marked the beginning of Ann’s parents’ slow separation, as Ann began to be shuffled among relatives. By the time she was a teenager, Ann had lived in eight different homes with her mother, grandmother, and aunts.

Long after she had graduated to a life of abundance, Ann Woodward would remember the wide, empty parcels of land dotted by long-stemmed blue flowers and tall prairie grass; the soft gray Kansas sky that seemed to go on forever; and the barking of wild dogs at night, which sent a thrill through her. But more than anything, Ann would remember the shack her family had lived in, a one-story barrack abandoned by the previous owner whose own dreams of finding fortune had not materialized. There was no running water; instead, Ethel had fetched buckets of it from a well. An outdoor shed had served as a latrine.

Years later, Ann told one of her friends that when she slipped into her silk nightgown and the oversize bed she shared with Billy Woodward, she tried her best not to think back to the straw mattress she had slept on, or to the insects that had crawled over her skin. But her memories were so tenacious, so vivid, she would wake up with a start, the terror so real, that her legs would shake. Only a handful of pills, swallowed with a few beers in the comfort of her bedroom, allowed her to rest.




THREE [image: ]

After the death of her son, Ethel returned to school, and by the end of 1919 she was looking forward to graduating with a bachelor’s degree in science and hoping to embark on a teaching career. She believed her luck was turning. Instead, when she returned home after the semester, her husband, Jesse-Claude, admitted to her that the bank was about to repossess the farm. He had already packed their belongings and was moving the family to Hugoton in western Kansas, where he could work a few hours a day on a cattle ranch.

Ethel did not enjoy western Kansas, an isolated and downcast spot where she worried the family would never thrive. Despite her waves of depression, she helped Jesse-Claude plant corn and wheat into sandy earth she suspected would never return their efforts. She taught her daughter to read and write, enrolled in correspondence courses, sewed new dresses for Ann and mended clothes for herself and her husband, then patched her husband’s shoes before preparing for the next day’s work, which would be the same thing over again.

Ethel was not the only one who disliked Kansas. The early pioneers hadn’t been too keen on the state either. They called it “the great American desert.” However, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the population had begun to grow. Parcels of land were cheap to purchase, and those who had a dream of owning a piece could buy a few acres for a reasonable price, build a house, and raise a family. They came from back east, and from foreign countries, where they had heard that the American prairie lands offered the chance to become rich. They left behind families to venture across the ocean and found that in the Midwest the streets were not paved with gold but with dust and backbreaking labor that filled the hours.

But Jesse-Claude was not as ambitious as any of the pioneers or immigrants before him. He chose to stay in Kansas and try his hands at almost anything yet succeeded at nothing concrete, which seemed to Ethel another sign of his unwillingness to see that the state offered them little opportunity.



Ethel had always believed in self-improvement, and she urged her husband to learn a trade. As the automobile became more commonplace, Ethel pushed Jesse-Claude to learn about the vehicles and get a job working on them. He refused. Ethel’s drive to learn more by taking extra correspondence courses had always irked him. Her suggestion that he advance his station irritated him even further. In June 1920 Ethel graduated with a bachelor of science degree in social science from the University of Kansas and received an offer to become principal of a tiny schoolhouse more than two hours away. She could not bring Ann to live with her; married women were not allowed to teach, and Ethel lied and told school officials that she was a widow. She rented a small room in the home of a family whose youngest son attended her classes, and wrote Ann long, detailed letters, describing her tight little bed and worn blanket, the chair she used as a nightstand, her clothes folded inside her suitcase.

Ann did not see her mother again until the end of the school year, when Ethel returned home. Ethel made it clear that she was home for only a short while; she was off to the University of Kansas in Lawrence, some four hundred miles away, to study toward her master’s degree. She was home to visit her family, as well as to pack a few additional items before leaving again, she told them.

But rather than going forward with her master’s studies, she reappeared home in the fall and found a job teaching in a town called Liberal, where, to the dismay of her husband and several acquaintances, she drove thirty-two miles each way in order to work. The small frontier town was a disheveled collection of homes, rendered even more isolated by the harsh winters that blasted it with several feet of snow. However, stunning those who knew her, Ethel refused to give up her position. While she sometimes taught in what others considered primitive lodgings, Ethel took it all in stride.

Jesse-Claude was becoming increasingly resentful of his wife’s escapades. To him, and to those around him, these daily commutes appeared more like a woman going off to an amorous rendezvous rather than to a job.

When Ann was almost five years old, Jesse-Claude sent her to live with her aunt Lydia, who was also a teacher near Pittsburg, Kansas. He asked Ethel to return to help him on the farm again; she did return, but only long enough to pack up Ann to live with her. Ethel had found lodging for herself and Ann in a small cabin near the town of Johnson, population three hundred. The high school there was a three-room space above the post office, which was where she would teach. She sent Jesse-Claude half of her monthly income and tried to visit him every two or three months, taking Ann with her to see her father.

Johnson was a small, close-knit town. It did not take long for those living there to hear about the tempestuous marriage between Ethel and Jesse-Claude. Neighbors considered Ethel to be morally bankrupt, because she had no husband in tow—and others were jealous of her for precisely the same reason.

When Jesse-Claude finally asked Ethel for a divorce, no one was surprised. The couple divided the livestock, household items, and farm equipment, arguing only over their daughter’s future. Jesse-Claude asked for permanent custody, alleging Ethel was unsuited to care for the child. He tried to discredit Ethel as a mother, saying she was unfit because of the hours she kept; he also still believed some illicit affairs were taking place, although many testified that this was not true. Accusations flew back and forth, and bitter and ugly words were exchanged. After a few months, Jesse-Claude gave up his fight, saying Ethel had become too attached to Ann after the death of their boy, and he had no desire to hurt her. In reality, he’d been caught having an affair with a neighbor, which Ethel had threatened to expose. They divorced in November 1923, when Ann was eight years old. Ann remained with Ethel. Ethel’s relatives were not pleased by this turn of events. This was the first divorce in the family, and the way she was conducting her life seemed to shame them.

After the divorce, Ethel accepted a teaching job at a high school in Pittsburg, Kansas, where her family lived. Having her parents’ and sisters’ support while raising a child would prove helpful. And for Ann, being near relatives would give her a measure of support when her mother was too busy or despondent to care for her. Ethel was still suffering bouts of depression over the death of her son, and Ann did not want to bother her mother during those periods: not with her schoolwork, or with anything else.



After three years in Pittsburg, Ethel had enough money to purchase a small house. However, her relatives, including her mother and her sisters, were still troubled that she had divorced her husband and was, as they saw it, denying her daughter a father figure. Most of all, they resented the stain that Ethel was inflicting on the family. Ethel enrolled her daughter at the local elementary school, where Ann made few friends with children who spoke little English, those newly arrived from other countries, mostly from Italy.

Jesse-Claude left for Detroit to find work. The pay for his labor in Michigan was meager, and he barely had enough money left over from his railroad paycheck to spare any for himself, let alone to help out Ethel and Ann. Afraid that somehow he would return to claim their daughter, Ethel began to feed Ann a litany of lies, asserting that Jesse-Claude was a poor father, that he refused to extend them an allowance to buy their groceries or new clothes for her. Jesse-Claude often wrote long letters to his daughter, which Ethel intercepted and shredded before Ann could read them. And when he visited Kansas in an attempt to see his daughter, Ethel kept Jesse-Claude far away from Ann. Ann never spoke to her father again. Jesse-Claude eventually became a trolley car conductor in Detroit. Through the next many years, he came to believe that Angie—he still called his daughter by a diminutive of her birth name—had made it to Hollywood, where she changed her name and became the actress known as Eve Arden.

When Ann was eleven, she announced to her mother that one day she would be in the movies. She began to parade back and forth in front of a mirror, staring at herself, reciting lines from school plays and poems she had learned years earlier as a much younger child. She would stroll into the kitchen, assume the seductive pose she’d seen in a movie or a magazine (much to her mother’s displeasure), and assure Ethel that they would no longer be poor once she got to California and became the next Clara Bow. It was her dream, she told her mother; nothing would stop her.



During the evenings, Ethel began giving lessons on the history of Kansas and the United States at Pittsburg’s First Christian Church. Attendees filled the pews, eagerly listening to Ethel, who wore a long dress with her hair flowing freely behind her, as she lectured enthusiastically.

The lectures proved popular. In 1926, Percy Victor Jordan attended one of Ethel’s evening talks. Jordan was amused by the thirty-year-old teacher, and when she finished her talk, he waited his turn to speak to her. When they finally chatted, he told her that he lived nearby in the home of a widow with his seventeen-year-old son, Charles.

Percy Victor liked Ethel, a woman younger than himself, and Ethel enjoyed their flirtatious banter. Only Ann was indifferent to him. Even at her young age, she could tell where this relationship was heading, and she feared that her mother would put this man’s needs ahead of hers. She tried to keep her distance from the man, something her mother did not appreciate, as Ethel and Percy Victor were becoming closer and closer. Ann and Ethel fought more viciously as time wore on, and occasionally Ethel even slapped Ann when she expressed her opinion about having this new beau around the house.

Rather than fighting with her mother, Ann started to smile, showing off those very same beautiful but saccharine smiles she had learned from her favorite movie stars, such as Joan Crawford and Norma Shearer, in the magazines she was fond of, Modern Screen or Picture Play. The kind of seductive and flirtatious smiles she believed would get her anything and that one day would lead her all the way to Hollywood but in fact would take her to the top of East Coast society.

One morning, when Ann was twelve, she woke up to the sound of an empty house. There was no racket coming from the kitchen, or the smell of breakfast. Eventually she found a note from Ethel, explaining she had asked Percy Victor to get married and he had agreed. Ann was stunned, but also frightened that her mother would never come back. Her body trembling, she hurried back to bed, where she remained for the rest of the day, missing school.

But Ethel did return, with Percy Victor and his son, Charles. Ann tried to play the part of dutiful daughter, but she resented having to share her mother. Ann secretly prayed the marriage would end, and soon she began to see signs that it would. Percy Victor was fastidious about the way things should be done around the house, how the washing should be folded, the food cooked, the house dusted, the plants watered, the furniture arranged to fit his liking and the needs of his son. He also told Ethel to stop giving her history lessons at the church. Ethel was becoming too popular, he told her, and he didn’t like so many people focusing attention on her. Moreover, he didn’t approve of her continuing her studies toward her master’s degree at the University of Kansas, even if the classes were done by mail. At that moment she was enrolled in several psychology and criminology classes, and Percy Victor believed those subjects were inappropriate for a woman. He was starting to wonder about the mind of a woman who was interested in such matters. Ethel was devastated that he should ask her to give up her studies, but also angry. It seemed that her new husband was no better than her previous; both were men who feared the progress women made. However, given that it was so early in the marriage, Ethel agreed to do as asked, hoping that as time passed Percy Victor would change his mind.

But the arguments over her education continued, and one night he left the house with Ethel angrily shouting after him. Ann, who had been listening to their altercation from above the staircase, now ran after her mother, frightened by what she might do. Ann hated to admit it, but she was happy Percy Victor would finally be gone from their lives; the marriage was only weeks old, but she hoped they would never see him again.

Ethel was thrilled by Percy Victor’s departure, not to mention that of his teenage son, Charles, a sulky boy who’d never seemed at ease around the house. Ethel packed several suitcases, gathered Ann’s schoolbooks and supplies, and drove nearly 150 miles to Lawrence to continue working on her degree. Ann found herself once again enrolled in a new school, where she knew no one; her solitude allowed her to sharpen her imaginary life even further. Ethel dispatched a letter to her mother in Pittsburg, urging her not to tell Percy Victor where she and Ann were living.

A little more than a month later, Ethel and Ann were awakened at dawn by heavy knocks on the door. Ethel rushed to open it, then quickly closed it. She hurried to Ann’s room, telling her to dress swiftly and go outside to play for a few minutes. When Ann returned to the house, Percy Victor was standing in the middle of the room while Ethel packed their belongings. The three of them went back to Pittsburg.

This time, Ethel decided to be more secretive about her affairs. She was determined to continue her correspondence courses toward her master’s degree, intending not to tell her husband until the following May, when she graduated. She did well for a while, hiding her books and homework so that no one could find them, until one night when Ethel was studying for her final exam and Percy Victor strolled into the room before she had expected him home. Not surprisingly, he became furious. Ann could hear the argument from her bedroom, including his threats: he would leave her, he told her, if she did not drop out of school. Ann rushed out of her room and headed down the corridor to see Ethel strike her husband with her fists again and again.

In the summer of 1927, Ethel tried to convince Percy Victor to let her return to graduate school. She had only a few courses left to finish and then her final exams to study for. Or if she didn’t go back to school, maybe she could teach her history courses in the community again, she argued. He refused. He reiterated that her only job was to be his wife, to care for the house and both of their children. Watching all of this unfolding, Ann wondered how long her mother would tolerate his behavior.

One night, Ethel and Percy Victor had a loud argument that drove him away from the house. Ethel then picked up her belongings again, along with Ann’s, and went back to Lawrence. This time Ethel finished the course load for her degree and enrolled Ann in eighth grade. Ann didn’t particularly care either way. By now she didn’t see the point to trying to be friendly to anyone. She enjoyed her reclusiveness and avoided children of all ages; she was certain that it wouldn’t be too long before her mother moved them again.

By the summer, Ethel had determined that she’d be better off finding new opportunities away from Lawrence and especially away from Pittsburg. She no longer wanted to deal with her family, who would further humiliate her because of her latest breakup with her second husband. Ethel knew they would try to convince her to return to Percy Victor, just as they had tried to convince her to reconcile with Jesse-Claude. Ethel could imagine what her two sisters would think of her. She no longer had a mind to listen to their nagging, much less to explain her newest problem: she was pregnant.

She went back to Pittsburg that July to visit a doctor regarding her pregnancy, and to file for divorce. She did not have much money, and, in an act that would repeat itself over and over thereafter, she skipped on the doctor’s bill. Before moving away permanently from Pittsburg, she spent some time with her mother. Despite the heat, Ethel rarely left her mother’s house, in order to avoid rude glances and intruding questions. And as she had expected, her mother begged her to return to Percy Victor. Ethel refused. She would move to Kansas City in order to begin again. Her mother believed her aspiration absurd. She thought Ethel should go back to her husband, especially now that a baby was on the way. To silence her mother, Ethel explained that her husband had infected her with a sexually transmitted disease he had acquired when he had cheated on her with a prostitute. It wasn’t true, but that little lie helped her put an end to the subject of marital reconciliation.

While still in Pittsburg Ethel went into labor early. After hours of pain, she delivered a little girl, who was stillborn, whom she named Mary Elizabeth Jordan. Ethel was possessed by the same sadness she had when she had lost her Jesse-Claude Jr. For Ann too, the experience brought back her brother’s death. Being a little older now, she wondered how much comfort she could provide her mother, if any.

Nonetheless, they found a measure of happiness when Ethel and Percy Victor’s divorce was finalized. Ethel and Ann were able to move on with their lives, free of a controlling man who had brought little more than tumult and misery.
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Having earned her degree, Ethel was certain she could find a job teaching in a prestigious institution in Kansas City and give her child the stability that had so far eluded them. This was a philosophy she would pass on to her child: that life could always be better somewhere else; that you could always pack up and start over in a different town, a different city. In the nineteenth century, pioneers had a saying regarding Kansas: “In God we trusted, in Kansas we busted.” Maybe it was true. Making a living and surviving in Kansas was not for the faint of heart, much less for a twice-divorced woman raising a child on her own. Now Ethel was leaving Kansas behind for Missouri, and looking forward to better opportunities.

When Ethel moved to Kansas City with Ann, she brought with her not only her diplomas and experience, but also several letters of recommendation, all praising her skills, her character, and her dedication to her pupils. But these proved useless in the new city. In Kansas City, teaching jobs went to people with connections, either personal or political, and she had none.

Ethel scoured the newspapers for decent jobs, but there seemed to be none. Not a year after their arrival in Kansas City, the stock market crashed, and millions nationwide became unemployed in the Great Depression. Ann discovered that these newspapers also gave rapturous coverage to the glamorous lives of celebrities and debutantes, their expensive vacations in Europe and on
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