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About the Book

It was 1954 when a young Patricia Volk found a copy of Shocking Life in her mother’s Library.

By the time she’d finished the autobiography of radical fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli, Patricia felt transformed. Suddenly she’d found a new way to see her perfectionist, Hollywood-beautiful New York mother.

Schiaparelli – breaking all the rules, living an adventurous life – had confirmed it: there was more than one way to be a woman.


About the Author

Patricia Volk is the author of the memoir Stuffed: Adventures of a Restaurant Family and four works of fiction. A recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship, she has taught at Columbia University and has written for numerous publications, including the New York Times, The Atlantic Monthly, The New Yorker and Playboy. She lives in New York.
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FOR JACKSON MORGEN, SAMUEL VOLK

AND MILES BENJAMIN.




If you see a girl dressed to say


“No one tells me what to do”




you know someone once told her what to do.



—Jennifer Michael Hecht
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Audrey Elaine Morgen Volk.
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Elsa Luisa Maria Schiaparelli.






chapter one

Mirrors

EVERYTHING IS MIRRORS. The legs of the vanity, the vanity itself, the pullout stool. The drawers, drawer pulls, the ivy planters on both ends. The three adjustable face-mirrors that recess behind beveled mirror frames.

Audrey wears her green velvet robe. It grazes her green carpet and matches her green drapes. A broad lace collar frames her face. When she perches on the stool we are almost the same height. I stand behind her to the left. That way I can watch from every angle. I can see her reflection in all three face-mirrors and see the real her too, her flesh-and-blood profile closest to me. I can see four different views of my mother simultaneously. Sometimes, when she adjusts the mirrors, I can see thousands of her, each face nesting a slightly smaller face. The lace vee of her robe gets tiny, tinier, smaller than a stamp, until it vanishes.

“Is there a word for that?” I ask.

“Phantasmagoria, darling,” my mother says.

The mirrored drawers store her tools. The left drawer holds hair-grooming aids: a tortoiseshell comb, her rat tail, a brush, clips, bobby pins, hairpins, brown rubber curlers, perforated aluminum ones. In the middle drawer, she keeps her creams, tonics and astringents. (Soap is the enemy. She does not wash her face. Water touches it only when she swims.) A blue and white box of Kleenex, the cellophane tube of Co-ets (quilted disposable cotton pads), her tweezers, cuticle scissors and emery boards that are made, she has told me, out of crushed garnets, her birthstone. The right-hand drawer (she is right-handed) organizes makeup and—separated from everything else, in its own compartment, her eyelash curler.

Everybody tells me my mother is beautiful. The butcher tells me. The dentist, the doormen, my teachers, cab drivers gaping at her in the rearview mirror as they worry the wheel. Friends from school, friends from camp, camp counselors, the hostess at Schrafft’s. The cashier at Rappaport’s and the pharmacist at Whelan’s, where we get Vicks VapoRub for growing pains. At Indian Walk, the salesman measures my feet for Mary Janes and says, “You have a very beautiful mother, little girl. Do you know that?” When a man tips his hat on Broadway and says, “Mrs. Volk! How lovely to see you!,” my mother says, “Patty, this is Mr. Lazar, a customer of your father’s.” We shake hands. “How do you do, Mr. Lazar?” I say, or “Nice to meet you, Mr. Lazar,” and Mr. Lazar pinches my cheek. “Did anybody ever tell you,” he says, “you have one gorgeous mother?” Thursday nights, when four generations of family gather at my grandmother’s for dinner, the relatives tell my mother, “You look so beautiful tonight, darling.” Then they violate Audrey’s Pronoun Rule: “It is rude to discuss someone who is present using the third person. Never call someone within hearing distance ‘he’ or ‘she.’ Refer to that person by name.” Yet they use “she.” They speak about my mother as if she weren’t there. Right in front of her they say, “Isn’t she beautiful? Did you ever in your life?”

But this face in the mirror right now, people who think my mother is beautiful don’t know this face. I know what my mother looks like without makeup. I know her real face. I know how beautiful she really is.

She spreads two bobby pins with her teeth and pins her hair back. She dips three fingers in a large jar of Pond’s, then creams her face in a circular motion. She plucks four Kleenexes:

FRRRIIIIP!

FRRRIIIIP!

FRRRIIIIP!

FRRRIIIIP!

and tissues off the Pond’s. Here she sometimes pauses, meets my eyes in the mirror and says, “Never let a man see you with cold cream on your face.” She disposes of remaining shininess using tonic shaken onto a Co-et. Her face is bare, the smooth sleeping face I kiss before leaving for school. Her poreless skin, stretched tight in flat planes, no matter what time of year it is, looks tan.

She dabs on moisturizer and smoothes it in. From the right-hand drawer, she extracts a white plastic box of Max Factor pancake makeup. Its contents are the color of a Band-Aid and smell like an attic. Sometimes she calls pancake her “base.” Sometimes it’s “my foundation.” She unscrews the lid and rubs a moist sponge into the color. She makes five smears with the sponge: center of the forehead, both cheeks, tip of nose, chin. Then she begins the work of evening it out, concentrating to make sure the color reaches her hairline and under her chin, and that part of the nose dab is used to lighten the inside corners of her eyes. She is satisfied when her face is all one color, including her lips. This is the moment she stops looking like my mother. This is when her face is reduced to two eyes and two nostrils. It is as flat as the rink at Rockefeller Center. This is when I swear:

“I will never, ever wear makeup, Ma.”

“You’ll change your tune.”

“I won’t.”

She laughs. “We’ll see.”

She slips her base back in the drawer and flips the lid on her cream rouge. She dots her cheekbones and feathers the color. Opening her compact, she pats on powder, focusing on her nose. She inspects herself from all angles. She taps on pale blue eye shadow with her pinky. Her red mascara-box slides open revealing a black cake and miniature toothbrush. She swirls the brush in a shot glass filled with water then rubs it against the cake. Holding the brush to her lashes, she blinks against it, upper lids first. She freshens her eyebrows with the brush, shaping them and making sure no powder lurks in the hairs. Then it is time for the eyelash curler. The bottom half looks like the grip of scissors. The working end is an eyelash guillotine. She brings the curler up to an eye. She rearranges her lipless mouth into a black “O.” If she blinks or sneezes while curling her eyelashes, the eyelash curler will pull them out. Her eyes will be bald.

She leans so close to the mirror it mists. She opens her eyes wide, angling her lashes into the vise.

“Don’t bump me,” she warns.

We hold our breaths. She clamps down, setting the lashes. We exhale when she releases them and moves to the other eye.

Now she sits back a bit. She analyzes her work. My mother has painted a portrait of her face on top of her face. My mother is a painting. She takes the pins out of her hair and drops them in the pin drawer. She shakes her blondish hair out and fluffs her fingers through it. If it is Saturday, there’s a chance her nails haven’t chipped yet. She gets them done Fridays for the weekend and even though she is careful, sometimes they chip. When that happens, she blurts a woeful “Darn!” and it breaks my heart.

Finally, she is ready to apply her lipstick, the only color she wears: Elizabeth Arden’s “Sky Blue Pink.” Stretching a smile, my mother paints her lips back on. She mashes them together then blots them on a folded tissue:

FRRRIIIIP!

She reapplies the “Sky Blue Pink,” blotting one last time.

“If you blot twice,” she instructs, “you can eat a frankfurter and your lipstick still won’t come off.”

Once her lips pass inspection, she is ready to ask me to leave her room. Audrey does not wish to be seen getting dressed. She does not wish to be seen in her underthings. I have seen her in a bathing suit at the beach and once by accident in a full slip while waiting for her at the dressmaker’s. I have never seen her body. My sister says when she’s dead we’ll strip her and see everything. I don’t want to. One morning at breakfast, Audrey’s bathrobe buckled between the buttons and I saw something she would not have wanted me to see. I was miserable.

She adjusts the mirrors and turns her face from side to side. She smiles, raises an eyebrow and flirts with herself. She inspects her teeth for lipstick. When she is satisfied, she reaches for one of the two bottles on top of her vanity. During the day, she opts for the larger one. This bottle is five and a half inches tall and filled with yellow eau de cologne. The top, electric pink, looks like Ali Baba’s hat. The bottle has breasts. The woman who made the bottle, a sculptor named Leonor Fini, modeled it on the mannequin of a Hollywood movie star. The movie star’s name is Mae West. In summer camp, we wear orange canvas flotation vests the RAF nicknamed Mae Wests that make us look busty like the bottle. We pose like calendar girls with our hands behind our heads. Wiggling our hips we chant:


Knit one

Purl two

Mae West

Woo! Woo!



When she is going out for the evening, my mother uses the smaller version of the bottle. This one contains perfume the color of whiskey. It is three inches high and rests on a gold-and-pink velvet pedestal. The bottle is covered by a clear glass dome made in Bohemia, a miniature version of the kind taxidermists use to protect stuffed owls. White lace is printed around the base of the dome and it’s raised, you can feel it with your fingertips. The neck of the bottle, where it meets the round gold head of the frosted-glass dauber, is wrapped with a choker of gold cord. The cord is sealed with a membrane called onionskin that rips the first time the bottle is used. Draped over the cord is a minuscule measuring tape made of cloth. It hangs from behind the mannequin’s neck and crosses over the front of the bottle where a navel would be. Here a small metallic seal with the letter “S” in the center holds the tape together. Tucked under the tape at the back of the frosted dauber are glass flowers—baby blue, pink, red, yellow, and sometimes dark blue—with contrasting glass stamens and two green glass leaves, all hand-blown on the island of Murano. The flowers are pierced by wires covered with green florist’s tape and twisted into a nosegay until the stems join in a point.

The bottle, its dome and its pedestal are packaged in a box that opens like a bound book. Its green velvet spine is stamped in gold with the name of the perfume and the woman who made it, the perfume’s title and author. The perfume and its box are called a “perfume presentation.” You could slip the presentation between two books on a shelf and no one would know it wasn’t a book. My mother says the perfume is manufactured in a mansion not far from Paris. She says each bottle has twenty separate parts made in three different countries and takes thirty ladies to assemble. My mother touches the long frosted dauber to her pulse points—the places blood flows closest to the skin, hence her warmest external places, where the scent heats most and disperses widest—the inside of her wrists, behind her ears, and the backs of her knees. In the evening, if she is going out, she dabs below her neck.

When she leaves the apartment, I play games with the bottle. I dress up in her green velvet robe, lift the flowers out of the measuring tape and pretend a man is giving them to me: “Why, monsieur! Merci for zee lovely bouquet! Ooo-la-la!” I pretend I am selling the bottle to a famous customer in my fancy French store: “Madame would perhaps care to buy zee perfume, oui oui?” or that the bottle is a movie star and she needs my opinion.

The name of the perfume is “Shocking.” It is made by Elsa Schiaparelli (SKI-AH-PA-RAY-LEE). I know it is special. Every year on my mother’s birthday, my father gives it to her, every January 21 the same gift. Late at night, after closing our family’s restaurant, he opens the door to our bedroom. “Get up, girls!” He shakes my sister and me awake. We follow him down the hall, past the locked linen closet, into their bedroom so we can witness the event. Every year my mother is surprised. Every year she is thrilled.

“Oh, Cecil!” She clasps her hands under her chin. “Really, you are much too extravagant!”

She throws her arms around his neck and kisses him. She raises one foot behind her, pointing her toe like she does when they dance. She balances against him, smiling down at her daughters. “Girls, I hope you know: Your father is the most generous man in the world!”

Then my father says to us: “Isn’t your mother the most beautiful woman in the world?”

“Yes.” We nod then pad back to bed.

“Shocking,” the smell of my mother.

Always the perfume comes gift-wrapped. My father makes the paper himself. He uses Scotch tape and as many hundred-dollar bills as it takes to get the job done.
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Between the time Mae West shipped her mannequin to Schiaparelli and the time her costumes were ready, Miss West put on weight. Hollywood added “extenders” to the backs of her gowns.
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Salvador Dalí designs a living room furnished by Mae West’s face. Her nose is the fireplace. Her lips are the sofa.
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Three years later, Dalí and Jean-Michel Frank make Mae West’s lips into a pink satin sofa for Schiaparelli’s apartment. She turns it down. The Lip Sofa winds up in the ballroom/screening room of Baron Roland de l’Espée on the avenue Foch.
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Three RAF airmen in their Mae West flotation vests (left to right: Flying Officer J. W. Simpson, Flight Lieutenant Peter W. Townsend, Pilot Officer H. C. Upton).
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The first American ad for “Shocking” perfume. The bottle was designed by the artist Leonor Fini and based on the mannequin Mae West sent to Schiaparelli.
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It takes thirty people to assemble a bottle of “Shocking.” 1. Glass flowers (poppies, anemones, morning glories) handblown in Murano, Italy. 2. Two Murano green glass leaves. 3. Wires attached behind flowers and leaves. 4. Wires wrapped in green florist’s tape. 5. Wires gathered like a nosegay and held in place by measuring tape. 6. Frosted-glass dauber. 7. Gilding on frosted-glass dauber. 8. Gilt cord wrapped around neck of dauber. 9. Membrane broken first time bottle is used. 10. Bottle made in France. 11. Silk-screened cotton tape measure. 12. Gold “navel” sticker. 13. “S” logo embossed on sticker. 14. Clear glass dome imported from Czechoslovakia. 15. White lace silk-screened on glass dome. 16. Pink velvet cushion for bottle. 17. Gold platform for pink cushion. 18. Pink velvet base for gold platform. 19. Perfume. 20. Close-up of glass morning glory with contrasting glass pistil.




chapter two

“The From Above”



Darling, can’t you see I’m reading?




—Audrey Volk




My father’s private library became my haven and my joy. I found, within the pages of rare and priceless books, a dream world of ancient religions and the worship of the arts.



—Elsa Schiaparelli



ON A FAT day he weighs 244. Everyone agrees he is big. When he was little he was big. At six feet one and a half inches, he fills the doorway. You hear him coming. He breaks Thanksgiving turkeys apart with his hands. He flips his 547-pound (wet weight) motorcycle onto its kickstand without rocking it. In his sculpture studio, he bends two-centimeter copper tubing without benefit of tools, pulling his lips back, clenching his teeth until the cords in his neck pop like the roots of a mangrove. And yet my father, Cecil Sussman Volk, proprietor of Morgen’s West, tennis ace, fearsome racquetball opponent and former Southern Conference Wrestling Champion, reads books with the delicacy of a Victorian on a fainting couch. Propped by pillows, legs crossed at the ankle, he reads in bed, sighing, frowning, turning each page with gentle care, as if it were gold leaf. Anticipating the need to turn, sliding his right forefinger beneath the top corner, raising it a bit, then joining that finger through the paper with his thumb, he turns it, whipping his compact head to the next page. Always his pinky is raised.

Books are everywhere. Many are Modern Library Classics with a running torchbearer embossed on their spines. Many are books Audrey and Cecil read in college: Tristram Shandy, Heart of Darkness, Madame Bovary, A Passage to India, War and Peace, Tender Is the Night, Remembrance of Things Past (volume 1). They’re stored in the living room in mahogany bookcases separated by a fake fireplace. Birch logs glow red in the chinks when a secret switch is flipped.

This is where Cecil hides his private library, behind the fake logs, the first place a child would look: Tropic of Cancer (“She had shaved it clean … not a speck of hair on it”), Tropic of Capricorn (“She’s America on foot, winged and sexed”), A Stone for Danny Fisher (“I liked you, Danny, that’s why”), 79 Park Avenue (“Mister, some girls are born to be wives—but I was born for THIS!”), Fanny Hill (“… and ascertaining the right opening, soon drove it up to the farthest”). There’s a diet book for men, The Fat Boy’s Book by Elmer Wheeler (“Run and hide from food that’s fried. Cheer the host who serves a roast”), and a book of cartoons, Over Sexteen.

In the playroom, My Kingdom, the Greatest Room on Earth, in addition to the wood-burning set, chemistry set, perfume-manufacturing kit, stamp album, art supplies and bug collection, there is the child-size house Cecil built, not a dollhouse but an actual child-scale one-room house with a front door and working doorbell, a red roof, real windows, a bed and an electric light. There is The Book of Knowledge, my mother’s since childhood. Each volume is covered in flaking burgundy leather. Picking one up, your fingers turn red as if you’ve been eating pistachios. Finally there are what I think of as my books: the first 103 issues of the Classics Illustrated, great novels told in comic-book form crammed with twisty plots, history and lingo. Sometimes the material is so explosive it can’t be contained. Instead of being split into black boxes, during dramatic peaks a full page is devoted to one frame. Getting home from school, I dive into them like Scrooge McDuck diving into his swimming pool of money. Some days I’m in the mood for The Three Musketeers (“En garde! Thrust home! You’re dead!”). Some days the conniving torment of Pudd’nhead Wilson hits the spot (“De Lord have mercy on me, po’ miserable sinner dat I is!”). Moby-Dick is good for being privy to a man’s world and the lust for revenge. Ahab barks, “Avast, ye landlubber!” and “Stop!” can’t hold a candle. I compare the way Jupiter in “The Gold-Bug” speaks to the way Uncle Tom speaks. “The Tell-Tale Heart,” the dead man’s heart thumping under the floorboards, terrifies. Worst is “The Murders on the Rue Morgue,” a close-up of a crazed orangutan with human blood dripping off his fangs. Poe is read turning certain pages together.

My favorite Classics Illustrated is No. 42, Swiss Family Robinson. The Robinsons are like Polly
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