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You will do foolish things,

but do them with enthusiasm.

—COLETTE



NEW YORK CITY, APRIL 2010

I received a letter from his daughter the other day.

Angela.

I’d thought about Angela many times over the years, but this was only
our third interaction.

The first was when I’d made her wedding dress, back in 1971.

The second was when she’d written to tell me that her father had died.
That was in 1977.

Now she was writing to let me know that her mother had just passed
away. I’m not sure how Angela expected me to receive this news. She
might have guessed it would throw me for a loop. That said, I don’t
suspect malice on her part. Angela is not constructed that way. She’s a
good person. More important, an interesting one.

I was awfully surprised, though, to hear that Angela’s mother had lasted
this long. I’d assumed the woman had died ages ago. God knows everyone
else has. (But why should anyone’s longevity surprise me, when I myself
have clung to existence like a barnacle to a boat bottom? I can’t be the
only ancient woman still tottering around New York City, absolutely
refusing to abandon either her life or her real estate.)

It was the last line of Angela’s letter, though, that impacted me the most.

“Vivian,” Angela wrote, “given that my mother has passed away, I
wonder if you might now feel comfortable telling me what you were to my
father?”

Well, then.

What was I to her father?

Only he could have answered that question. And since he never chose to
discuss me with his daughter, it’s not my place to tell Angela what I was to
him.

I can, however, tell her what he was to me.
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In the summer of 1940, when I was nineteen years old and an idiot, my
parents sent me to live with my Aunt Peg, who owned a theater company
in New York City.

I had recently been excused from Vassar College, on account of never
having attended classes and thereby failing every single one of my
freshman exams. I was not quite as dumb as my grades made me look, but
apparently it really doesn’t help if you don’t study. Looking back on it
now, I cannot fully recall what I’d been doing with my time during those
many hours that I ought to have spent in class, but—knowing me—I
suppose I was terribly preoccupied with my appearance. (I do remember
that I was trying to master a “reverse roll” that year—a hairstyling
technique that, while infinitely important to me and also quite challenging,
was not very Vassar.)

I’d never found my place at Vassar, although there were places to be
found there. All different types of girls and cliques existed at the school,
but none of them stirred my curiosity, nor did I see myself reflected in any
of them. There were political revolutionaries at Vassar that year wearing
their serious black trousers and discussing their opinions on international
foment, but I wasn’t interested in international foment. (I’m still not.
Although I did take notice of the black trousers, which I found intriguingly
chic—but only if the pockets didn’t bulge.) And there were girls at Vassar
who were bold academic explorers, destined to become doctors and
lawyers long before many women did that sort of thing. I should have been
interested in them, but I wasn’t. (I couldn’t tell any of them apart, for one
thing. They all wore the same shapeless wool skirts that looked as though
they’d been constructed out of old sweaters, and that just made my spirits
low.)



It’s not like Vassar was completely devoid of glamour. There were some
sentimental, doe-eyed medievalists who were quite pretty, and some
artistic girls with long and self-important hair, and some highbred socialite
types with profiles like Italian greyhounds—but I didn’t befriend any of
them. Maybe it’s because I sensed that everybody at this school was
smarter than me. (This was not entirely youthful paranoia; I uphold to this
day that everybody there was smarter than me.)

To be honest, I didn’t understand what I was doing at college, aside
from fulfilling a destiny whose purpose nobody had bothered explaining to
me. From earliest childhood, I’d been told that I would attend Vassar, but
nobody had told me why. What was it all for? What was I meant to get out
of it, exactly? And why was I living in this cabbagey little dormitory room
with an earnest future social reformer?

I was so fed up with learning by that time, anyhow. I'd already studied
for years at the Emma Willard School for Girls in Troy, New York, with
its brilliant, all-female faculty of Seven Sisters graduates—and wasn’t that
enough? I’d been at boarding school since I was twelve years old, and
maybe I felt that I had done my time. How many more books does a
person need to read in order to prove that she can read a book? I already
knew who Charlemagne was, so leave me alone, is how I saw it.

Also, not long into my doomed freshman year at Vassar, I had
discovered a bar in Poughkeepsie that offered cheap beer and live jazz
deep into the night. I’d figured out a way to sneak off campus to patronize
this bar (my cunning escape plan involving an unlocked lavatory window
and a hidden bicycle—believe me, I was the bane of the house warden),
thereby making it difficult for me to absorb Latin conjugations first thing
in the morning because I was usually hungover.

There were other obstacles, as well.

I had all those cigarettes to smoke, for instance.

In short: I was busy.

Therefore, out of a class of 362 bright young Vassar women, I ended up
ranked at 361—a fact that caused my father to remark in horror, “Dear
God, what was that other girl doing?” (Contracting polio as it turned out,
the poor thing.) So Vassar sent me home—fair enough—and kindly
requested that I not return.

My mother had no idea what to do with me. We didn’t have the closest
relationship even under the best of circumstances. She was a keen
horsewoman, and given that I was neither a horse nor fascinated by horses,
we’d never had much to talk about. Now I’d embarrassed her so severely
with my failure that she could scarcely stand the sight of me. In contrast to



me, my mother had performed quite well at Vassar College, thank you
very much. (Class of 1915. History and French.) Her legacy—as well as
her generous yearly donations—had secured my admission to that
hallowed institution, and now look at me. Whenever she passed me in the
hallways of our house, she would nod at me like a career diplomat. Polite,
but chilly.

My father didn’t know what to do with me, either, though he was busy
running his hematite mine and didn’t overly concern himself with the
problem of his daughter. I had disappointed him, true, but he had bigger
worries. He was an industrialist and an isolationist, and the escalating war
in Europe was spooking him about the future of his business. So I suppose
he was distracted with all that.

As for my older brother, Walter, he was off doing great things at
Princeton, and giving no thought to me, other than to disapprove of my
irresponsible behavior. Walter had never done an irresponsible thing in his
life. He’d been so respected by his peers back in boarding school that his
nickname had been—and I am not making this up—the Ambassador. He
was now studying engineering because he wanted to build infrastructure
that would help people around the world. (Add it to my catalogue of sins
that I, by contrast, was not quite sure I even knew what the word
“infrastructure” meant.) Although Walter and I were close in age—
separated by a mere two years—we had not been playmates since we were
quite little. My brother had put away his childish things when he was about
nine years old, and among those childish things was me. I wasn’t part of
his life, and I knew it.

My own friends were moving forward with their lives, too. They were
heading off to college, work, marriage, and adulthood—all subjects that I
had no interest in or understanding of. So there was nobody around to care
about me or entertain me. I was bored and listless. My boredom felt like
hunger pains. I spent the first two weeks of June hitting a tennis ball
against the side of our garage while whistling “Little Brown Jug” again
and again, until finally my parents got sick of me and shipped me off to
live with my aunt in the city, and honestly, who could blame them?

Sure, they might have worried that New York would turn me into a
communist or a dope fiend, but anything had to be better than listening to
your daughter bounce a tennis ball against a wall for the rest of eternity.

So that’s how I came to the city, Angela, and that’s where it all began.




They sent me to New York on the train—and what a terrific train it was,
too. The Empire State Express, straight out of Utica. A gleaming, chrome,
delinquent-daughter delivery device. I said my polite farewells to Mother
and Dad, and handed my baggage over to a Red Cap, which made me feel
important. I sat in the diner car for the whole ride, sipping malted milk,
eating pears in syrup, smoking cigarettes, and paging through magazines. I
knew I was being banished, but still . . . in style!

Trains were so much better back then, Angela.

I promise that I will try my best in these pages not to go on and on about
how much better everything was back in my day. I always hated hearing
old people yammering on like this when I was young. (Nobody cares!
Nobody cares about your Golden Age, you blathering goat!) And I do
want to assure you: I’m aware that many things were not better in the
1940s. Underarm deodorants and air-conditioning were woefully
inadequate, for instance, so everybody stank like crazy, especially in the
summer, and also we had Hitler. But trains were unquestionably better
back then. When was the last time you got to enjoy a malted milk and a
cigarette on a train?

I boarded the train wearing a chipper little blue rayon dress with a
skylark print, yellow traceries around the neckline, a moderately slim skirt,
and deep pockets set in at the hips. I remember this dress so vividly
because, first of all, I never forget what anyone is wearing, ever, and also
I’d sewn the thing myself. A fine job I’d done with it, too. The swing of it
—hitting just at midcalf—was flirty and effective. I remember having
stitched extra shoulder pads into that dress, in the desperate hope of
resembling Joan Crawford—though I’'m not sure the effect worked. With
my modest cloche hat and my borrowed-from-Mother plain blue handbag
(filled with cosmetics, cigarettes, and not much else), I looked less like a
screen siren and mostly like what I actually was: a nineteen-year-old
virgin, on her way to visit a relative.

Accompanying this nineteen-year-old virgin to New York City were
two large suitcases—one filled with my clothes, all folded neatly in tissue,
and the other packed with fabrics, trimmings, and sewing supplies, so that
I could make more clothes. Also joining me was a sturdy crate containing
my sewing machine—a heavy and unwieldy beast, awkward to transport.
But it was my demented, beautiful soul-twin, without which I could not
live.

So along with me it came.



That sewing machine—and everything that it subsequently brought to my
life—was all thanks to Grandmother Moirris, so let’s talk about her for just
a moment.

You may read the word “grandmother,” Angela, and perhaps your mind
summons up some image of a sweet little old lady with white hair. That
wasn’t my grandmother. My grandmother was a tall, passionate, aging
coquette with dyed mahogany hair who moved through life in a plume of
perfume and gossip, and who dressed like a circus show.

She was the most colorful woman in the world—and I mean that in all
definitions of the word “colorful.” Grandmother wore crushed velvet
gowns in elaborate colors—colors that she did not call pink, or burgundy,
or blue, like the rest of the imagination-impoverished public, but instead
referred to as “ashes of rose” or “cordovan” or “della Robbia.” She had
pierced ears, which most respectable ladies did not have back then, and she
owned several plush jewelry boxes filled with an endless tumble of cheap
and expensive chains and earrings and bracelets. She had a motoring
costume for her afternoon drives in the country, and her hats were so big
they required their own seats at the theater. She enjoyed kittens and mail-
order cosmetics; she thrilled over tabloid accounts of sensational murders;
and she was known to write romantic verse. But more than anything else,
my grandmother loved drama. She went to see every play and
performance that came through town, and also adored the moving pictures.
I was often her date, as she and I possessed exactly the same taste.
(Grandmother Morris and I both gravitated toward stories where innocent
girls in airy gowns were abducted by dangerous men with sinister hats, and
then rescued by other men with proud chins.)

Obviously, I loved her.

The rest of the family, though, didn’t. My grandmother embarrassed
everyone but me. She especially embarrassed her daughter-in-law (my
mother), who was not a frivolous person, and who never stopped wincing
at Grandmother Morris, whom she once referred to as “that swoony
perpetual adolescent.”

Mother, needless to say, was not known to write romantic verse.

But it was Grandmother Morris who taught me how to sew.

My grandmother was a master seamstress. (She’d been taught by her
grandmother, who had managed to rise from Welsh immigrant
maidservant to affluent American lady of means in just one generation,



thanks in no small part to her cleverness with a needle.) My grandmother
wanted me to be a master at sewing, too. So when we weren’t eating taffy
together at the picture shows, or reading magazine articles aloud to each
other about the white slave trade, we were sewing. And that was serious
business. Grandmother Morris wasn’t afraid to demand excellence from
me. She would sew ten stitches on a garment, and then make me sew the
next ten—and if mine weren’t as perfect as hers, she would rip mine out
and make me do it again. She steered me through the handling of such
impossible materials as netting and lace, until I wasn’t intimidated by any
fabric anymore, no matter how temperamental. And structure! And
padding! And tailoring! By the time I was twelve, I could sew a corset for
you (whalebones and all) just as handily as you please—even though
nobody but Grandmother Morris had needed a whalebone corset since
about 1910.

Stern as she could be at the sewing machine, I did not chafe under her
rule. Her criticisms stung but did not ache. I was fascinated enough by
clothing to want to learn, and I knew that she only wished to foster my
aptitude.

Her praise was rare, but it fed my fingers. I grew deft.

When [ was thirteen, Grandmother Morris bought me the sewing
machine that would someday accompany me to New York City by train. It
was a sleek, black Singer 201 and it was murderously powerful (you could
sew leather with it; I could have upholstered a Bugatti with that thing!). To
this day, I’ve never been given a better gift. I took the Singer with me to
boarding school, where it gave me enormous power within that community
of privileged girls who all wanted to dress well, but who did not
necessarily have the skills to do so. Once word got out around school that I
could sew anything—and truly, I could—the other girls at Emma Willard
were always knocking at my door, begging me to let out their waists for
them, or to fix a seam, or to take their older sister’s formal dress from last
season and make it fit them right now. I spent those years bent over that
Singer like a machine gunner, and it was worth it. I became popular—
which is the only thing that matters, really, at boarding school. Or
anywhere.

I should say that the other reason my grandmother taught me to sew was
because I had an oddly shaped body. From earliest childhood, I’d always
been too tall, too lanky. Adolescence came and went, and I only got taller.
For years, I grew no bosom to speak of, and I had a torso that went on for
days. My arms and legs were saplings. Nothing purchased at a store was
ever going to fit right, so it would always be better for me to make my own



clothes. And Grandmother Morris—bless her soul—taught me how to
dress myself in a way that flattered my height instead of making me look
like a stilt walker.

If it sounds like I'm being self-deprecating about my appearance, I’'m
not. I’'m just relaying the facts of my figure: I was long and tall, that’s all
there was to it. And if it sounds like I’m about to tell you the story of an
ugly duckling who goes to the city and finds out that she’s pretty, after all
—don’t worry, this is not that story.

I was always pretty, Angela.

What’s more, I always knew it.

My prettiness, to be sure, is why a handsome man in the diner car of the
Empire State Express was staring at me as I sipped my malted milk and ate
my pears in syrup.

Finally he came over and asked if he could light my cigarette for me. I
agreed, and he sat down and commenced with flirting. I was thrilled by the
attention but didn’t know how to flirt back. So I responded to his advances
by staring out the window and pretending to be deep in thought. I frowned
slightly, hoping to look serious and dramatic, although I probably just
looked nearsighted and confused.

This scene would have been even more awkward than it sounds, except
that eventually I got distracted by my own reflection in the train window,
and that kept me busy for a good long while. (Forgive me, Angela, but
being captivated by your own appearance is part of what it means to be a
young and pretty girl.) It turns out that even this handsome stranger was
not nearly as interesting to me as the shape of my own eyebrows. It’s not
only that I was interested in how well I’"d groomed them—though I was
absolutely riveted by that subject—but it just so happens that I was trying
that summer to learn how to raise one eyebrow at a time, like Vivien Leigh
in Gone with the Wind. Practicing this effect took focus, as I'm sure you
can imagine. So you can see how the time just flew by, as I lost track of
myself in my reflection.

The next time I looked up, we had pulled into Grand Central Station
already, and my new life was about to begin, and the handsome man was
long gone.

But not to worry, Angela—there would be plenty more handsome men
to come.



Oh! I should also tell you—in case you were wondering whatever became
of her—that my Grandmother Morris had died about a year before that
train deposited me into New York City. She’d passed away in August of
1939, just a few weeks before I was meant to start school at Vassar. Her
death had not been a surprise—she’d been in decline for years—but still,
the loss of her (my best friend, my mentor, my confidante) devastated me
to the core.

Do you know what, Angela? That devastation might’ve had something
to do with why I performed so poorly at college my freshman year.
Perhaps I had not been such a terrible student, after all. Perhaps I had
merely been sad.

I am only realizing this possibility at this moment, as I write to you.

Oh, dear.

Sometimes it takes a very long while to figure things out.



TWO

Anyway, I arrived in New York City safely—a girl so freshly hatched that
there was practically yolk in my hair.

Aunt Peg was supposed to meet me at Grand Central. My parents had
informed me of this fact as I’d gotten on the train in Utica that morning,
but nobody had mentioned any particular plan. I’d not been told exactly
where 1 was supposed to wait for her. Also, I’d been given no phone
number to call in case of an emergency, and no address to go to should I
find myself alone. I was just supposed to “meet Aunt Peg at Grand
Central,” and that was that.

Well, Grand Central Station was grand, just as advertised, but it was
also a great place for not finding someone, so it’s no surprise that I
couldn’t locate Aunt Peg when I arrived. I stood there on the platform for
the longest time with my piles of luggage, watching the station teeming
with souls, but nobody resembled Peg.

It’s not that I didn’t know what Peg looked like. I’d met my aunt a few
times before then, even though she and my father weren’t close. (This may
be an understatement. My father didn’t approve of his sister Peg any more
than he’d approved of their mother. Whenever Peg’s name came up at the
dinner table, my father would snort through his nose and say, “Must be
nice—gallivanting about the world, living in the land of make-believe, and
spending it by the hundreds!” And I would think: That does sound nice. . .
)

Peg had come to a few family Christmases when I was young—but not
many, because she was always on the road with her theatrical touring
company. My strongest memory of Peg was from when I’d come to New
York City for a day trip at age eleven, accompanying my father on a
business venture. Peg had taken me to skate in Central Park. She’d brought



me to visit Santa Claus. (Although we both agreed I was far too old for
Santa Claus, I would not have missed it for the world, and was secretly
thrilled to meet him.) She and I had also eaten a smorgasbord lunch
together. It was one of the more delightful days of my life. My father and I
hadn’t stayed overnight in the city because Dad hated and distrusted New
York, but it had been one glorious day, I can assure you. I thought my aunt
was terrific. She had paid attention to me as a person, not a child, and that
means everything to an eleven-year-old child who does not want to be seen
as a child.

More recently, Aunt Peg had come back home to my hometown of
Clinton in order to attend the funeral of Grandmother Morris, her mother.
She’d sat next to me during the service and held my hand in her big,
capable paw. This gesture had both comforted and surprised me (my
family were not predisposed toward hand-holding, you may be shocked to
learn). After the funeral, Peg had embraced me with the strength of a
lumberman, and I’d dissolved into her arms, spewing out a Niagara of
tears. She’d smelled of lavender soap, cigarettes, and gin. I’d clung to her
like a tragic little koala. But I hadn’t been able to spend much time with
her after the funeral. She needed to leave town right away, because she had
a show to produce back in the city. I felt that I’d embarrassed myself by
falling to bits in her arms, comforting though she had been.

I barely knew her, after all.

In fact, what follows is the sum total of everything I knew about my Aunt
Peg, upon my arrival in New York City at the age of nineteen:

I knew that Peg owned a theater called the Lily Playhouse, located
somewhere in midtown Manhattan.

I knew that she had not set out for a career in the theater, but had come
by her work in a rather random way.

I knew that Peg had trained as a Red Cross nurse, curiously enough, and
had been stationed in France during World War 1.

I knew that, somewhere along the way, Peg had discovered that she was
more talented at organizing entertainments for the injured soldiers than she
was at tending to their wounds. She had a knack, she found, for turning out
shows in field hospitals and barracks that were cheap, quick, gaudy, and
comic. War is a dreadful business, but it teaches everyone something; this
particular war taught my Aunt Peg how to put on a show.

I knew that Peg had stayed in London for a good long while after the



