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  BETTY GRABLE: THE RELUCTANT MOVIE QUEEN


  Part One


  Chapter 1


  It is early February of 1973. The setting is the Alhambra “Dinner Theatre in Jacksonville, Florida. On stage, the famous gin rummy scene of Born Yesterday is in progress. The scripted impudence of Billie Dawn is gauged to mangle the nerves of her opponent, Harry Brock. Her chatter is continuous. Periodically she says the word “Gin” and proceeds to win the hands with annoying regularity. But in this performance there is an added bit of action. At varying intervals, Billie flicks her fingertip against the charms of her gold bracelet.


  The audience chuckles in its appreciation of the stage business, without knowing that this is an improvisation for the personal benefit of Art Kassul, the actor playing Brock. Betty Grable, as Billie, is using the device to acknowledge the gift Kassul has given her, the bracelet with gold charms that depict scenes from the show. It is her way of saying thanks without being gooey about it.


  It was never easy for Betty Grable to accept gifts, no easier than it was for her to field compliments regarding her persona or her work. She seemed to have a built-in personality device that prohibited effusive displays of sentimentality, a curious inner compulsion that would cause her to slip away quietly, for example, to avoid a meaningful goodbye. It was just one of the quirks that made Betty Grable what she turned out to be.


  On this occasion—there were other behavioral peculiarities recognized by the cast. Something had changed since the troupe had toured together three years earlier, there was a new preoccupation on the part of the star.


  Betty had always enjoyed sightseeing excursions in the past, but she passed them up this time around, and there was none of the former pub-crawling after the show. It was apparent she was more pensive as she stood in the wings awaiting her cues, and it was obvious she was physically drained after the final curtain. She seemed physically heavier, a bit plump actually, and some of the cast members noticed that she never allowed herself to be seen without a wig or a fall.


  When Betty was asked about this by one of the female members of the cast, she tossed it aside by saying her hair had thinned as a result of wearing wigs when she’d played Hello Dolly seven nights a week for eight months in Las Vegas.


  Art Kassul also noticed the difference in the relationship between Betty and Bob Remick. When he had been with Betty in 1968, it seemed Remick was in command. It seemed to be the case of an older woman inexorably smitten with a younger man, while the younger man maintained full chauvinistic control. Now, the roles were reversed, and it was now Bob who seemed to be dancing to Betty’s tune. “Remembering their previous relationship,” said Kassul, “I was surprised to see they were still together. But I was happy about that … to see Bob had real feeling for her.”


  Kassul also noticed that Betty’s stage wardrobe had become much more seductive. “Initially,” he explained, “she was subdued in her dress, as though attempting to tone down her sex image. In fact, she wore only one dress that revealed her legs. On tour, she was wearing pajamas when she came downstairs to play gin, but at Jacksonville she wore a sexy black nightie. It was as though she were saying, ‘It’s still there, kids … look it over.’”


  Word circulated soon enough that Betty was under treatment for lung cancer. She had been hospitalized for four months in California in the spring of 1972 and had received cobalt treatment. After recuperating at home in Las Vegas for the better part of a year, she had felt strong and thoroughly bored, and so, when the offer came to revive Born Yesterday at the Alhambra Dinner Theatre in Jacksonville, Betty accepted readily. She was able to bring together most of the cast members from an earlier road company of the show and returned once more to the boards.


  Betty was initially under the impression the engagement was for only two weeks, but it turned out to be for a month. She agreed. At the end of the four-week engagement, the management asked for an extension. Betty could have left then, since the contract was fulfilled, but, as was so often the case in the past, her thoughts turned to “the kids “—the members of the cast who needed the money. She extended another four weeks, and, when the theater was still selling out each night, a further extension was requested. This time she was forced to refuse.


  It was no longer a matter of simple exhaustion; the pains in her lower abdomen were beginning to rule her. Betty had to give up. She was all right once she was on-stage, but the moment she exited, deep nausea would take charge. The bathroom had to be kept clear to enable her to rush there to vomit the moment she was off. The engagement closed after eight weeks, and it was the first time in the theater’s six-year history that an attraction ran that long to sell-out houses.


  Ham Waddell, who has designed the sets for the theater since it opened in 1967, said there had never been a show that commanded such local appeal. “My worst enemies were asking my influence to get them tickets at any price,” he said. “The people adored Betty. She was bigger than life.”


  Betty believed she might have taken on too much too soon after her hospitalization. She was confident that after a few weeks’ relaxation she would again be strong enough to work, to honor her commitment to do No, No Nanette in Australia. It was something she wanted to do very much.


  In 1969 Betty had traveled abroad for the first time in her life, when she went to London to play the title role in Belle Starr. The musical was a dismal failure, but the trip was glorious. She had inhabited the planet for fifty-five years and had seen only two countries, and she hoped to correct the travel deficit in the years to come.


  While in Jacksonville, social activity was minimal, but it didn’t halt altogether. The cast members had a standing invitation to come to Betty’s apartment on their night off to play poker. This time around, Betty didn’t hang-in around the clock as she would have before, but she did play for an hour or two, and seemed to enjoy it thoroughly.


  Duchess Tomasello, a cast member, recalls, “Betty was so cute. She had these pet phrases of hers. Like, if she would make a blunder at the card table, she would say: ‘Oh, shit, she cooed!’”


  Another actor, Lee Doyle, remembers one of the few nights Betty joined them in a restaurant for dinner. They had eaten and were in front of the restaurant waiting for Bob Remick to bring the car around. “Betty went over to the gutter and picked up one of those floppy plastic six-pack holders,” he said. “She put her finger through one of the holes, and flaunted this thing in front of us. She said ‘George Raft gave me this. Do you think it’s too flashy?’”


  Art Kassul said he had never worked with anyone who was as much fun as Betty. “And she was a fine actress … much better than she thought she was, and she was always coming up with bright little ideas to add sparkle to her performance. I could tell by the glint in her eye when something was coming. But I would get impatient with her, because she was so self-effacing. When I’d tell her she was good, she would insist she wasn’t. It seemed to embarrass her to receive a compliment.”


  Kassul described a performance when Betty inadvertently allowed a cigarette to fall from an ashtray onto the seat of the couch where they were sitting. Kassul saw it smoldering away on one of the cushions. “I was holding a drink,” he said, “and it occurred to me that in gesturing I might be able to spill some of the drink on the cigarette. I did it, and the water hit the cigarette perfectly, a thousand-to-one shot. Betty saw what happened and broke up. If it hadn’t been for that, the audience would never have been the wiser, but she couldn’t help herself. Her sense of humor simply couldn’t be reined.”


  The aftermath of the scorched couch was recalled by Lee Doyle. The couch was returned to the dealer who had loaned it, and it was set aside for repair. A customer noticed the couch and was told what happened to it. “You mean Betty Grable sat on this couch,” the woman exclaimed. “I’ll take it, burn and all.”


  When this was recounted to Betty, she howled with laughter and proceeded to improvise a routine about the “burnt holes” she had known in Hollywood. She capped it off by saying it was a pity she had been cured of her bladder problem— “I could have peed on every piece of furniture, and made the furniture guy a fortune.” She recalled then that Louella Parsons had been notorious for having had chronic problems with her bladder. “But, somehow,” said Betty, “that never increased the value of anything.”


  Betty usually reserved her energy during the day so she could reach a peak by show time, but on one occasion she was up and out by mid-afternoon. Her destination was the Thunderbird Hotel, where she had been invited to attend rehearsals for a show that was doing a one-nighter there. It was an appearance of the Harry James Orchestra.


  As she sat and listened to that sweet trumpet sound, the years must have fallen away to a time when her dreams were all ahead, when she was young and romantic and hopeful. How many hours had she sat like this, listening to its heady call—at the Hollywood Palladium, the Astor Roof, some dive in Chicago? Times had changed; people had changed; but this was the way things were. She visited with Harry for several hours and promised to return for the late show after her final curtain.


  She felt good. She even invited Art Kassul to get a date and join Bob and her at Harry’s performance. Art got the date and was pleased to see Betty so vibrant and alive. But Betty’s happy intentions were overruled by reality. The play’s performance sapped every bit of energy she could muster. She had no choice but to hurry home afterward. She apologized to Kassul and insisted he go on without her. He did and was surprised to discover that Betty had called to make sure that his dinner check was charged to her.


  Later Betty confided to Kassul that she still loved Harry James and probably always would. This February afternoon in Florida spent in the company of the man she would always love would have to last Betty an eternity. It was the last time she ever saw him.


  One of the weekly card games at Betty’s will never be forgotten by Art Kassul. He had given a cast party a few nights earlier, and Bob Remick told him how proud Betty had been of the way Kassul had handled the event. Art assumed Betty had enlisted Bob to pass along the praise because such remarks weren’t easy for her. Kassul accepted the compliment graciously and felt good about it. That was early in the evening.


  Later, when the other guests were gone and Betty had been asleep for hours, Remick and Kassul were having nightcaps together in the kitchen. Betty had seemed in particularly high spirits that night, and Kassul mentioned it. He said he was happy to see she was feeling better. Remick absorbed the remark, then, with tears in his eyes, he slowly lowered his head to his arms on the kitchen table. A few moments later, he pulled himself together enough to tell Kassul what no one else knew. It was only a matter of time. Betty didn’t know it, but her cancer was terminal.


  The pain in Betty’s stomach wasn’t imaginary, nor was her waning energy. She returned to St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica not long after the closing of Born Yesterday in Jacksonville, and a tumor was removed. The cancer in her lungs had been arrested, but the disease had spread throughout her body.


  There would be no trip to Australia, nor would Betty play Billie Dawn again. The standing ovations in Jacksonville were Betty Grable’s last hurrah.


  Chapter 2


  The illustrious career that came to an end with the final curtain of Born Yesterday at the Alhambra Dinner Theatre in Jacksonville had begun somewhere in St. Louis approximately fifty years earlier. The scene may have been at a neighborhood school auditorium or at a local amateur show. Or her child’s voice may have been heard straining to the popular tunes of the day over one of the city’s radio stations.


  Betty Grable was pressed into a variety of performing arts lessons and classes before she turned four. Within a couple of years, she was a capable tap-dancer and a not-too-bad alto saxophonist. She could strum madly on a ukulele, was learning trap drums, and managed, at the very least, to sing on key.


  It may appear that a child prodigy was on the loose, a moppet genius whose first words out of the cradle were, “Let me entertain you.” But this was not the case. It was more a matter of a malleable child being programmed into a specific mode of life. The maestro—or Svengali, depending on viewpoint—was, in this instance, Betty’s mother.


  For Lillian Grable, it seems to have been a matter of dire necessity to bestow a performer upon the world. It isn’t clear if it was a need to bask in reflected glory or to participate vicariously in another’s adventures, but the compulsion, whatever its origins, was clear and unrelenting. She tried first with her older daughter, Marjorie, but failed. Then Betty, more amenable, and fortunately more talented, came along and filled the bill.


  The impetus behind Lillian’s ambition perhaps had something to do with her infirmity, a stiff hip that rendered her an ambulatory cripple; daughter Marjorie recalled that her mother had a very lovely singing voice, but she didn’t remember any confessions of show business aspirations. It is also possible that Lillian’s father, Charles Hofman, influenced her, since he was known to have been an accomplished cellist. Marjorie was unable to attest to his talents, however, because her only memories of Grandfather Hofman were of a pensioned old man with only one hand. The other had been lost many years earlier when he was short-fused by a Fourth of July cannon cracker, which cut short any musical ambitions he may have had.


  Very little family history was passed along to the Grable offspring. Lillian was never a family person, and, while her husband, Conn Grable, was much more gregarious, his socializing never included relatives. The Grables were, for the most part, an isolated family unit—self-contained, loners.


  Lillian, who had an older brother and two sisters, was born May 29, 1890 to Charles and Elizabeth Hofman. Charles was of German ancestry, and his wife, the former Elizabeth Goodenough, was of English stock.


  Lillian may have recounted childhood recollections to her daughters over the years, but among the few remembered by Marjorie was Lillian’s account of her visit to the magnificent St. Louis World’s Fair of 1904. The fair, officially designated the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, provided the background for the 1944 Judy Garland musical Meet Me in St. Louis, but Lillian Hofman made an important meeting at the real fair. It was there she met Conn Grable, and they would marry three years later.


  “I don’t know if they were introduced, or if they picked each other up,” said Marjorie, “but mother was young, because she hadn’t turned eighteen when they were married.”


  Conn, born to John and Lavinia Grable in 1885, was christened John Conn Grable, but his first name was never used. His father was of Dutch heritage, and his mother, Lavinia Conn, was Irish. Conn had four sisters.


  John Grable died when Conn was very young, which made it necessary for him to go to work when he finished grammar school. He became a board boy for the St. Louis Stock Exchange, one of the lads who entered the stock quotations on the blackboard after they came over the ticker tape from New York. “He eventually became a stockbroker,” said Marjorie. “He had an office in downtown St. Louis with a man named Orthwein and was enormously successful before the crash.”


  Marjorie was born to Conn and Lillian April 17, 1909, and a brother, John Karl, came along five years later. But he was doomed to an early demise. At twenty-two months he contracted whooping cough and pneumonia. Deep snow made it impossible for little John Karl to get help, but the doctor sent word by telephone to put the child in a tub of hot water. Conn was further instructed to attempt drawing the phlegm from his throat with his fingers. “Daddy tried to do it,” Marjorie said, “but the baby bit daddy’s forefinger clear through to the bone. He carried the scar all through life. John died in early 1916, when mother was beginning her pregnancy with Betty.”


  The birth of John Karl complicated Lillian’s hip condition, and she was warned not to bear any more children. The warning came too late, however, because Lillian was already pregnant with Betty. On December 18, 1916, the birth occurred without complication, and Ruth Elizabeth Grable first saw light of day. Throughout her life Betty was reminded of what Lillian went through to bring her into the world. When Betty demonstrated recalcitrance in her early training regimen, Lillian did not hesitate to use this device to bring her into line.


  Lillian’s difficulty with her hip had been prevalent since she was quite young, but she never explained what caused it. Marjorie often wondered if her mother was stricken with polio. Her hip had become enlarged, frequently causing Lillian to lose her balance and fall. Each fall would complicate the condition by loosening the socket. She refused to discuss the matter. She was often taken to a doctor by a friend, but would announce only that she would be away for the afternoon. Surgeons eventually fused the hip in its socket, and for many years Lillian was confined to a wheelchair. Lillian despised her invalidism. Later, only a cane was needed as an aid to her mobility, but she resented even this. Often, much to Betty’s dismay, Lillian would abandon the cane just when she would need it most, when she was a bit on the tipsy side.


  The Grables had a comfortable home in the German section of South St. Louis, but, because of Lillian’s ambulatory difficulty, they decided to move to an apartment hotel. They chose the Forest Park Hotel on Lindle Avenue, in what was then the west end of town. It was only a block from a delightful park and close to one of the better metropolitan zoos. The apartment was spacious, but had only one bedroom. Still there was room for everyone to do what they had to do—there was certainly room for the wood platform Conn had built to accommodate Betty’s tap-dancing practice, and there was a piano. All meals were eaten downstairs in the hotel dining room.


  Throughout Betty’s life her friends were aware of her strange proclivity for wetting her pants. It seemed impossible for her to give full vent to laughter and control her bladder at the same time. And if there was one thing Betty had to do, it was laugh, consequences be damned. One of the earliest accidents recalled by Betty occurred when she was a very small child in St. Louis.


  Lillian Grable, ever inventive, covered Betty’s tiny body with a concoction of lavender makeup to make her appear stark white under glaring stage lights. Betty got a glance at herself in the dressing room mirror and started to giggle. The more Lillian chastised her, the worse the giggles became, until the inevitable happened. Betty wet herself, ruining the costume and turning her painted body into a smeared disaster area. Lillian failed to appreciate the humor of the situation and gave Betty a smart crack across the cheek.


  Lillian was obsessed with bringing Betty before the public eye. If there were no amateur shows or auditions available, she would arrange impromptu gatherings to put Betty on display. Even on vacation Lillian would organize entertainment in resort hotel lobbies to show off the family star. Betty would tap dance, blow her sax, and sing to Lillian’s delight. There is no record of the audience reaction to such command performances, but it didn’t really matter—not to Lillian. She had no doubts regarding her daughter’s talents, and no power on earth could convince her otherwise.


  “Mother was lucky,” Marjorie said, “because I sure flunked everything. My piano, singing, and dancing lessons cost daddy a fortune. I couldn’t carry a tune and didn’t know one foot from the other. Then mother started me on violin lessons, which was the final straw. Daddy came home one night and said, ‘One of us goes, the violin or me.’ I said, ‘Daddy, don’t push your luck.’ But he won out. They finally gave up on me altogether. Then Betty came along, and it started all over again. But with Betty, at least they had some talent to work with.”


  After moving to Forest Park, Lillian enrolled Betty in the rather exclusive Mary Institute. Before Betty had her pencils organized in her new desk, Lillian was at work campaigning for special treatment for her gifted daughter. The pleas were apparently ignored, because Betty was not chosen to be one of the predebs in the school’s fortnightly ball. The affront was more than Lillian could bear. Betty was pulled out of the school with a yank that could have caused whiplash.


  As a child, Betty made many vaudeville appearances and was on the same bill with stars such as Jack Haley and Bert Wheeler. On one occasion she was included in a bill with Jane Froman, who was a favorite star of Marjorie’s. Otherwise oblivious to Betty’s show business forays, Marjorie took notice this time and happily used her connection with Betty to get backstage for a Jane Froman autograph. Marjorie, eight years older than Betty, was at an age when girls were easily star struck, and this was a highlight of her life.


  Several years later, when Marjorie was enrolled at the University of Missouri at Columbia, Betty paid a visit to the campus (with her mother and father). “Betty and I went horseback riding,” Marjorie recalled, “and that day I was thrown. We came back to the Kappa house for Sunday dinner, and I realized something was wrong. I called my beau, and he took me to the hospital where it was discovered I had broken my pelvis. I was put in the hospital, and the family stayed on to be near me. A few days later, momma was looking through the local newspaper and saw that a Hollywood talent scout was in town. Bingo—she was down there! He told her to bring Betty to Hollywood. I have no idea who it was. He may have been from RKO. But that was when momma made up her mind to leave St. Louis.”


  There was a delay, while Marjorie recuperated from her accident, and she missed a year at college. Conn bought a seven-passenger, custom-built Lincoln for the journey and did all the planning for the trip, but it was never his intention to remain in Los Angeles with the family. He would stay long enough to establish Lillian and Betty in an apartment and then return home. This was fine with Lillian, because Conn had pledged to finance the movieland adventure and, despite the impending stock market crash, would continue to do so.


  “Mother had mapped out her life,” said Marjorie, “and daddy and I didn’t fit into the picture at all. Mother charted her road and got there. She was a very strong-willed woman.”


  With one spouse as fiercely driven as Lillian, one might expect the other spouse to be passive. Marjorie insisted this wasn’t the case. She said her father was very strong and assertive and was very strict in issuing discipline; he was, however, warm and jovial as well and possessed an unflagging sense of humor, which was obviously inherited by Betty. Conn was known as “Bud” by his cronies, and he spent a good number of hours with them in nearby clubs. Lillian never joined in.


  Conn was also generous. The Christmas before the departure to Hollywood, he presented Lillian with an expensive diamond bracelet, and for the trip he bought a fur blanket in which Lillian could ride in the Pullman-sized backseat like a queen.


  This was not the first family trip to the West Coast. They had been there on two previous occasions, but not with an eye toward remaining. This trip was the important one, and Marjorie and Betty often reminisced over it in later years.


  It was one of those seemingly interminable odysseys that was recalled more as fiction than fact. There was the imperious Lillian perched in the middle of the broad backseat, with her fur blanket drawn over her lap, like Queen Victoria. There was the harassed Conn Grable some five feet in front of her, guiding the huge auto over the primitive highways. There were the orders from the queen, the myriad stops, and the unending complaints regarding the shabby hotels in the jerkwater towns along the way. Then, finally, there were the Rocky Mountains.


  Lillian was horrified at the residue of previous landslides along the narrow mountain highways and was stricken with terror by the ragged edges of some spans of road where actual highway had chipped off and plummeted over seemingly bottomless cliffs. At each hairpin turn the children were enlisted to take turns in running ahead to peer around the other side. When the way was clear, the girls would wave the car forward and stand by until it had safely negotiated the turn.


  To Betty and Marjorie, the trip was a truly unique experience, and they considered themselves special in their right to declare that they had crossed the Rocky Mountains on foot. They each swore that this was not much of an exaggeration.


  After a long, hot trip over the Mojave Desert, the mammoth sedan climbed the final mountain range, and descended into an irrigated wonderland. For miles in every direction there were seemingly endless groves of bountifully-laden orange trees. A sign near a roadside stand said: “All the orange juice you can drink for 5¢.” It must have read as a symbol to Lillian that the land of plenty was clearly at hand.


  The first West Coast dwelling for Lillian and Betty was close to the Ambassador Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard. It was closer to downtown Los Angeles than to Hollywood, but the nearby restaurant shaped like a brown derby hat was a ready reminder that Hollywood was not far away.


  It was now the summer of 1929, and, as Conn and Marjorie went sightseeing, Lillian was already laying the cornerstones for the Betty Grable career. Betty was enrolled at the Hollywood Professional School, whose students were movie brats, some with contracts, others with hope. She was set for dancing lessons at the Ernest Belcher Academy and would be coached in acting at the Albertina Rosch School. This would not be a summer of languishing on the beach for Betty; she had come to California to work.


  At the end of his vacation, Conn said farewell to his family, including Marjorie, who remained with her mother until time for fall enrollment at college. Back in St. Louis, Conn found himself thrust into long hours of work to make up for the backlog that had accumulated during his absence. Then, when the way was finally open for new business advances, the bottom dropped out of everything. On October 29, Black Thursday, the stock market crashed.


  It was back to square one for Conn; all his reserves were soon dissipated, and stockbroking was probably the worst profession in the country. Conn never again knew affluence, but his mathematical acumen kept him working for others. He was able to eke out enough income to keep Marjorie in college and continue the weekly stipends to Lillian and Betty.


  As far as Lillian was concerned, the Depression simply meant that she and Betty would have to accelerate their efforts. She kept knocking on doors, parading Betty before casting directors, and taking her around to auditions. She managed to buy a relic of a roadster devoid of a top, in which Betty was transported to beauty contests, little theater gigs, and casting calls. When the rains came with winter, nothing was curtailed. The only difference was that Betty would be there on time—but wet.


  A friend of Betty’s came to Hollywood from St. Louis at the same time she did, and they planned to work up an act together. The girl friend, Emelyn Pique, danced while Betty blew on her sax. They had the routine honed and polished and ready to go, but before their debut Emelyn backed down. The perky youngster was offered a job in New York as a single and jumped at the chance. Betty was left holding the sax. Her friend remained in New York throughout most of her career and became quite well known under the name Mitzie Mayfair.


  A few weeks after being abandoned by Emelyn, Betty answered a chorus call at Fox Studios for a film called Let’s Go Places. Because of her pretty young face, her precociously abundant figure, and her facile foot work, Betty was signed. Although Betty was only thirteen at the time, Lillian had hustled false identification that proved she was fifteen, the minimum age for chorus work at the time.


  Betty ran home to tell Lillian the good news, but her mother failed to respond with excitement. Lillian had known it was only a matter of time. She had spent ten long years preparing her daughter for this break in show business, and at last Betty’s foot was in the door. Betty had been only an aspirant yesterday, but today? Today she was in the movies.


  Chapter 3


  Betty may have blended into the scenery in Let’s Go Places, but not as far as Lillian was concerned. Only a few days later, Lillian was cracking her cane against the Fox casting office door, with her daughter, the film actress, in tow. She was there to point out that her daughter was no common hoofer. She could also sing, play the sax and drums, roller skate, ice skate, do acrobatics—in fact, practically anything an imaginative director could dream of in a musical.


  It isn’t known if the casting director was beaten down by Lillian’s super-salesmanship, or if he could see Betty’s potential. Whatever his reasoning, Betty came away with a studio chorus contract with an assured sixty dollars a week for a year. At age thirteen, a whole year seemed to be a great deal of security indeed.


  Since Fox was investing in their young chorine, they lost no time in coming up with her second assignment. She was outfitted for the chorus line in the El Brendel starrer, New Movietone Follies. In this picture she was almost as obscure as in Let’s Go Places, but in the first film she had been hidden by blackface makeup. In this one she was recognizable, which spelled her doom at Fox. With recognition came knowledge of Betty’s tender years. Her security went up in a puff of smoke; she was fired.


  Betty, childlike and easily defeated, came home to her mother with an attitude of having tried but lost. She had had her fling in movies and supposed that now it was time to try something else. Such an attitude was totally alien to Lillian’s nature, and Betty wasn’t permitted even five minutes of self-pity. The trusty roadster was cranked up, and mother and daughter drove to the casting offices of Goldwyn-United Artists.


  Lillian was uncanny in such matters, as if she were equipped with a special radar system that sensed difficulty and divined solution. She had learned that the people at Goldwyn were considering the organization of a stock chorus line to serve as repertory hoofers in the studio’s musicals. At this time casting was underway for the movie adaptation of the Broadway hit, Whoopee, starring Eddie Cantor.


  Times were tough, and everybody knew it. For this casting call 1,500 girls turned out, each hopeful for a miraculous break in the movies or, at the least, a few weeks’ salary to put food on the table. Betty went through her smiling paces and was one of the lucky girls hired for the pony line. This assignment closed Betty’s first year in the movies, and she hadn’t done badly at all—for a tot who had just turned fourteen.


  Betty’s vitality and healthy good looks, coupled with her work in Whoopee, earned her a Goldwyn contract, and once again she was puppy-dog happy. The studio loaned her out soon afterward for a United Artists remake of Kiki, starring the immortal Mary Pickford. When her bit part was finished, she was once more a Goldwyn Girl in the Eddie Cantor film, Palmy Days.


  Betty was a taunting and untouchable adolescent when she wore the Goldwyn Girl banner in Palmy Days, and her fully budded charms did not escape the notice of one of the fellow cast members, who was at least twenty years her senior. The actor, playing the role of Joe-the-Frog, was George Raft. Betty was, of course, far too young for the Latin-type lover, but it didn’t really matter. There was no way on earth this ingénue could be placed in compromising circumstances. Betty was watched like a stack of gold bullion at Fort Knox, which was not far from the value her mother attached to her blossoming offspring.


  There were a few dates, however, and Raft was a model of decorum. If Lillian were unavailable as chaperone, it was Betty’s older sister Marjorie who would take responsibility. There was always someone of authority very close at hand. They went to a fight or two, watched a few ball games, and were seen regularly at the Six-Day Bicycle Races, but then, as Raft put it himself, he “tossed her back into the pond.” What he did, actually, was place Betty on hold, where she would remain, as far as he was concerned, for the better part of a decade.


  A look at her published credits suggests that Betty worked around the clock in 1932, but most of her film assignments required little of her time. In The Greeks Had a Word for Them, Betty did nothing more than model a Chanel gown; in The Kid from Spain, she donned the Goldwyn Girl scanties for a single production number; and in Columbia’s Child of Manhattan, she played a bit part for which she received seventh billing. But this loan-out to Columbia marked the end of her Goldwyn-United Artists contract. She was confident when option time rolled around, but was once more met with rejection. Her option was dropped without ceremony.


  There were two other films logged for Betty in 1932, but they came late in the year. She was also inveigled into a spot in the Frank Fay-Barbara Stanwyck road show, Tattle Tales, but because of Fay’s inability to remain sober, the show closed early.


  The full impact of the Depression was making the entertainment industry reel at this time, and to be out of work was tantamount to queuing up in the bread line. But the Grable luck—whether it was Lillian’s or Betty’s—held true. Just as Betty and her mother were packing up to leave San Francisco, Lillian had a flash of pure inspiration.


  The major cause for Frank Fay’s booze-out during Tattle Tales was his reunion with longtime imbibing buddy, Ted Fio Rito. Fay had been maintaining reasonable success at sobriety until the two cronies got together to hang one on. Fio Rito loved to drink, but he could
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