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            This book is dedicated to everyone who has lost love or work or money or success or youth or beauty or hope: may Joan’s indomitable spirit encourage you in your bleakest hours, inspire you to triumph over any odds, and remind you to keep your sense of humor along the way—as it has done for me.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         She sat on the bed, the gun in her lap. Everything seemed hopeless. “What’s the point?” she thought. She couldn’t think of one.

         Only a few months earlier, Joan Rivers had everything she ever wanted: fame and fortune, the job of her dreams, a loyal husband, a loving child, a lavish estate—and a future that beckoned with enticing possibilities. After years of struggle, she had not only succeeded as a comedienne but had made history as television’s first and only female late-night talk show host.

         And now she’d lost it all. The first lady of comedy was fired from her job and publicly humiliated. Her husband—unable to bear his own failure as her manager and producer—killed himself. Their daughter blamed her mother for his death.

         Reeling with grief and rage, Rivers then discovered she was broke. She had earned millions of dollars and lived a life of baroque luxury, but her husband had squandered her wealth on bad investments. She was $37 million in debt, and her opportunities for making more money had vanished.

         At the Bel Air mansion where five telephone lines once buzzed relentlessly, the phone never rang. Nobody wanted to hire her as an entertainer. Suicide wasn’t funny, and her husband’s tragic death turned her into a professional pariah. Even her social life evaporated. No one invited her to anything.

         As her fifty-fifth birthday approached, she couldn’t see any reason to keep on living. It was hard enough for young women to succeed in show business, but for an aging has-been, resurrecting a ruined career seemed impossible. Her home once sheltered a happy family; now the rooms echoed with silence. In her fancy peach-colored bedroom, she was alone.

         “This is stupid,” she thought.

         And then her Yorkshire terrier jumped onto her lap and sat on the gun. Rivers knew her way around firearms; she often packed a pistol, and she felt no hesitation about using it. Once, when an assistant accidentally surprised her in the middle of the night, Rivers thought she was an intruder and accosted her with trigger cocked. “Your time’s up,” she said calmly, ready to fire.

         Maybe that was the answer now: one moment and the act would be done.

         But then a terrible thought occurred to her: If she killed herself, what would happen to Spike? The diminutive Yorkie was very cute, but he was also mean and cantankerous. He didn’t like anybody but his mistress, and he was ridiculously spoiled; his favorite food was a rare roast beef sandwich, no mayo or mustard. Joan’s daughter referred to him as “a tall rat.”

         Without Joan, who would protect and pamper the tiny dog she loved so much?

         “Nobody will take care of him!” she realized, aghast.

         As she sat on her bed, staring down at the gun, no oddsmaker would have bet on Rivers’s future. In the history of show business, no middle-aged woman had ever done anything remotely comparable to what she was about to do.

         But Rivers didn’t shoot herself, and she refused to give up and slink into oblivion. Written off as a lost cause, she started over, invented new opportunities for herself, and went on to achieve the impossible. Working with maniacal fervor through her sixties and seventies and into her eighties, she re-created herself as a cultural icon, a vastly influential trailblazer, and a business powerhouse who built a billion-dollar company.

         In the process, she rewrote her entire life story. Raised to believe in the classic fairy tale of happily ever after, she had been desperate to find the requisite husband. When she finally got married at thirty-two, she was overjoyed to have a loyal helpmate who looked like the black-suited groom on a wedding cake—and even more thrilled when baby made three.

         In her thirties and forties, Rivers achieved her very own, uniquely modern version of the American dream, a forward-looking combination of classic male goals and conventional female aspirations. Like a successful man, she earned wealth and fame, but she also had a happy family—the Good Housekeeping seal of approval for any woman, no matter how accomplished.

         Together, Rivers and her husband created a marital mythology that enshrined her as the star but credited him as the essential power behind the throne. But as the years went on, appearance diverged from reality—at first by a little, and then, terrifyingly, by a lot. Unable to keep up with his voraciously ambitious wife, the man in charge became increasingly depressed about his own lack of success. Instead of elevating her to the heights she craved, Mr. Right ended up playing the pivotal role in taking her down.

         When she had to start again in midlife and go it alone, reality forced her to embrace a very different narrative. Her steady climb to the top had turned into a dizzying roller-coaster ride that ricocheted between spectacular triumphs and soul-crushing failures—a Dickensian saga of alternating extremes that included deep loves and tragic losses, stinging betrayals and enduring devotion, agonizing rejections and the adulation of millions, economic terror and riches beyond the wildest imaginings of all but the rarefied few.

         None of it was what she expected. She grew up chubby and plain, with drab hair and thunder thighs and a horsey face that remained resolutely unpretty even after the requisite nose job. Fiercely jealous of Elizabeth Taylor, only a year older but a movie star even as a child, Rivers never got over her anger that she herself wasn’t beautiful.

         But that seeming handicap proved far less important than she assumed. Throughout her life, Rivers believed that beauty was the key to women’s happiness and success—and yet talent and ambition gave her rewards that far exceeded anything earned by the pretty girls she envied so bitterly.

         She thought she needed a man to prop her up—but when she finally took charge of her own life, she became much more capable than the men she depended on. Convinced that a woman’s worth is measured by the intensity of men’s desire, she saw aging as the ultimate enemy—and yet she achieved her greatest renown long after passing the sell-by date society decrees to be the expiration of female sexual viability.

         In her later years, Rivers claimed that Spike saved her life when he sat on her gun that day, but in truth her fate was preordained by the fanatical determination she always recognized as the core of her identity. “Even in my darkest moments, I knew instinctively that my unyielding drive was my most important asset,” she wrote.

         That drive inspired her philosophy of life, which was as ferocious as it was uncompromising: “Never stop believing. Never give up. Never quit. Never!”

         And she never did. After her life fell apart, it took her years to dig her way out of the wreckage. The process was hard and humbling, but it ultimately produced an outcome that no one, not even Joan herself, could have foreseen.

         When she died at eighty-one, she was, improbably and amazingly, at the height of her fame—not only as a comic who battled her way back from oblivion, but as an insatiable overachiever who had fought her way into a dozen other fields as well.

         After a sixty-year career, she was still doing stand-up comedy every week of her life, but she had also been an Emmy Award–winning talk show host; a radio host; a reality star online and on TV; the best-selling author of memoirs, fiction, and self-help books; a playwright and a screenwriter; a film star and a Tony-nominated actress on Broadway; a Hollywood movie director; a Grammy Award–winning recording artist; a CEO and designer whose company sold more than a billion dollars’ worth of jewelry and clothing on QVC; and a philanthropist who commenced her enduring support of AIDS patients at a frightening time when that commitment was a rare act of public bravery.

         As a snarky fashion arbiter on the red carpet, Rivers played a key role in creating a multibillion-dollar industry that employed countless designers and stylists and hair and makeup artists and publicists and photographers and all the other minions of the voracious media that now feed off an endless round of celebrity galas and awards ceremonies, spawning a perpetual ratings bonanza of televised critiques.

         All that frenetic activity made Rivers an icon to an enormous and wildly diverse audience. In her later years, her fans ranged from the little old Jewish ladies who were her actual contemporaries to the Middle American housewives who bought her rhinestoned bumblebee pins on QVC to the millennials of every race, religion, background, gender identity, and sexual orientation who followed her insulting, obscene commentary on Fashion Police.

         Rivers never set out to be a revolutionary, but the things she said—as shocking as the toads jumping out of the nasty daughter’s mouth in the French folktale—had long since made her into one. When she started out in stand-up comedy, women simply didn’t do most of the things she ended up doing—let alone talk about them. But if polite society said it was taboo, Rivers couldn’t resist making fun of it.

         Appalled by the hypocrisy of the prevailing social mores, she mocked the double standards that judged men by different criteria than women. If she was fixated on finding a husband, she was also merciless in lampooning the relentless pressure on women to land a man.

         When Rivers made it onto The Jack Paar Show, she explained, “I’m from a little town called Larchmont, where if you’re not married, and you’re a girl, and you’re over twenty-one, you’re better off dead.”

         Being Jewish only exacerbated the problem. On The Tonight Show, Johnny Carson asked her when Jewish parents start to harangue a daughter about her marital prospects.

         “When she’s eleven,” Rivers replied.

         Men had a lot more latitude. “Jews and Italians get very nervous if a daughter hits puberty and there’s no ring on her finger,” she observed. “A son can be ninety-five.”

         A woman’s worth was measured by her youth and desirability, but men need offer little more than a pulse. “A girl, you’re thirty years old, you’re not married—you’re an old maid,” Rivers said. “A man, he’s ninety years old, he’s not married—he’s a catch.”

         When her parents moved to the suburbs in the 1950s, the talk of Larchmont was the arrival of the New England Thruway, which bisected the town. As one of her signature comedic bits, Rivers conjured a vivid image to convey the endless humiliations her mother inflicted on the spinster daughter nobody seemed to want.

         “I’m the last single girl in Larchmont,” Rivers said. “My mother is desperate. She has a sign up: ‘Last Girl Before Freeway.’”

         Her mother expected Joan to do what she herself had done: get married, have children, and become a housewife obsessed with domestic perfection. And yet Joan’s mother was miserable; her husband didn’t earn enough money for the family to live the way she wanted, and their homelife was riven with bitter fights that forever scarred their children. Growing up in an explosive atmosphere of recriminations and regret, Joan vowed that she would never depend on a husband to support her.

         What Joan wanted was fame—but achieving glory seemed even more remote than finding a nice Jewish husband. Ever since she played a pretty kitty in a preschool play, she had planned to be an actress, but she wasn’t pretty, and no one thought she had any talent. After graduating from Barnard, she was rejected by all the casting agencies, even when she crept in through the door on her hands and knees and crawled all the way to the receptionist’s desk to reach up from the floor and offer a rose with her white-gloved hand.

         But finally one secretary laughed and said she was funny and maybe she should try comedy. When Joan started begging for the chance to do stand-up in Greenwich Village clubs, nobody thought she was any good at that either.

         Behind their hard-won facade of middle-class gentility, her parents were frantic with worry. They couldn’t understand why Joan refused to settle for a normal life. Her conviction that she was destined for stardom seemed delusional, and they were doubly mortified when she performed at their beach club and bombed so badly they had to sneak out through the kitchen door rather than face their friends. Whatever “it” was, the universal consensus was that Joan Alexandra Molinsky didn’t have it.

         Hurt and angry at their lack of faith in her dreams, Joan was undeterred. When an agent named Rivers told her that Molinsky wasn’t an acceptable name for a performer, she became Joan Rivers on the spot. Bemoaning her failures in coffeehouses and comedy clubs, she portrayed herself as a wallflower who was perennially rebuffed by men. Even in the grubbiest dives, she was booed off the stage and fired before the second show.

         But slowly, Rivers learned how to handle an audience, a challenge that demanded the ferocious control of a lion tamer. If audiences were tough, her peers were worse. Comedy was a man’s world, and the men wouldn’t let her in.

         So she refused to take no for an answer. Bulldozing through previously impenetrable barriers as if they were made of toothpicks, she crashed her way into innumerable clubs run by hostile men who didn’t want her. If they didn’t consider her pretty enough to seduce, she taunted them with her relish for defying their judgments. Girls were supposed to be virgins until they married, but Rivers closed her show with a startling come-on: “I’m Joan Rivers, and I put out.”

         If women weren’t allowed to share their experiences, she forced people to hear about them anyway. When she was eight months pregnant with her daughter, Ed Sullivan forbade her even to mention pregnancy on the air. Women were supposed to remain pristine on their pedestals, impersonating sanitized mannequins unsullied by corporeal reality. Rivers shocked her audiences by talking about what it feels like when a woman visits the gynecologist: “An hour before you come in, the doctor puts his hand in the refrigerator.”

         Audiences gasped, but she was just getting started; by the time she was a senior citizen, she was regaling people with jokes about the effect of age on female genitalia. “Did you know vaginas drop? One morning I look down and say, ‘Why am I wearing a bunny slipper? And it’s gray!’”

         By then she was an international icon whose extraordinary career had been forged from an attention-grabbing hybrid of traditional female concerns and bold new transgressions. Pathologically afraid of gaining weight, she starved herself into an acceptable degree of emaciation; for decades, she ate only Altoids when she went out to dinner with friends. But she also became a ruthless enforcer of such strictures. Lashing out at women who let themselves go, she made headlines for lambasting her childhood nemesis.

         “Elizabeth Taylor’s so fat, she puts mayonnaise on aspirin.”

         “Elizabeth Taylor pierced her ears and gravy ran out.”

         “Mosquitoes see Elizabeth Taylor and scream, ‘Buffet!’”

         Until the end of her life, Rivers savaged other women for not conforming to the dictates of popular fashion, and her cruelty made some listeners recoil. As a cultural assassin, she even kept up with the times; her targets evolved from Elizabeth Taylor to Lena Dunham, but the rage never left her. And yet she was equally fearless about violating the social taboos that had long kept women in a Victorian stranglehold.

         In doing so, she helped to shatter those taboos—but even as she did so, she continued to personify the contradictions that define women’s lives. Until the week she died, Rivers performed outrageous comedy routines poking fun at the foolishness of men—but her entire life was shaped by her grief and anger at the male values that deemed her inadequate, no matter how hard she worked to live up to them.

         She mocked the sexist and ageist attitudes that hold women back, but she remained hostage to the fears that made her into a virtual poster girl for grotesque excesses of plastic surgery. Mutilating her entire body with surgical interventions, she plumped up her sagging face with injectable fillers until she was unrecognizable as the plain young woman who had been catapulted to celebrity by a single star turn on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson.

         And yet even as she conformed to the cultural straitjackets circumscribing women’s behavior, Rivers played a significant role in destroying them. During her lifetime, the modern American women’s movement built a freeway to the future that liberated millions of women and girls from the limitations of the past. Although Rivers never set out to become part of a social justice crusade, she was by nature the quintessential iconoclast, compulsively rebellious and utterly fearless in her willingness to thumb her nose at such restrictions. Like a large boulder dropped into a still pond, her defiance had a ripple effect that spread out in ever-wider circles, rocking every boat it encountered.

         Rude and transgressive, Rivers’s humor freed the women who followed her, liberating them to tell the truth about their experiences and their bodies and their feelings, to say whatever they wanted and reject other people’s ideas about what a woman can’t do, onstage or onscreen or anywhere else. Her boldness helped pave the way for the legions of aspiring comediennes who now throng stages all over the country, no longer deterred by the naysayers who tell them they’re not pretty enough or fuckable enough—let alone that women aren’t funny.

         But Rivers was more than a role model for women in the entertainment industry. With stunning candor, she shared her own financial, professional, romantic, marital, and emotional struggles in self-help books and on motivational speaking tours. Unlikely as it seemed, the famous diva who lived in an apartment so lavish it was routinely compared to Versailles had also managed to make herself into everywoman’s sympathetic best friend, an intimate confidante and sensible adviser whose strength and determination provided encouragement for ordinary people overwhelmed with their own challenges. As she put it in the subtitle of one of her books, “I’ve survived everything…and you can too!”

         Both she and Elizabeth Taylor grew up at a time when the story of a woman’s life was defined by the man she married. Taylor won renown as the most beautiful woman in the world, but her career was in decline by the time she hit middle age. Today she is primarily remembered for being beautiful—and for marrying eight times. Between them, Taylor and Rivers had a total of ten marriages, but neither of them ever found that a man was the answer.

         As for beauty, Rivers would have traded all her achievements to become one of the swans she envied, but instead she used her midlife catastrophes to create the startling new accomplishments that made her a cultural powerhouse in old age.

         For her, the real answer was success. She never saw herself as a feminist groundbreaker; all she ever wanted was to make people laugh so she could feel loved in return. No matter how many triumphs she accumulated, she still felt unappreciated—but when she died, in 2014, the outpouring of emotion was so overwhelming that no one could fail to realize she had won the love of millions.

         Headlines around the world recognized her as a history-making pioneer who left a legacy of expanded opportunity for all those who followed. An inspiration for anyone struggling to overcome heartbreak and tragedy, she had long since become a living embodiment of courage, ingenuity, and resilience for every woman who faces unexpected hardships—or who yearns for something more substantial than a life story defined by how she looks and whom she marries.

         Fierce and indomitable, the ugly duckling was the one who helped to change the world.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Nobody Ever Wanted It More:

“But She Has No Talent!”

         

         In school, she didn’t have friends. At lunch, she couldn’t find anyone who wanted to sit with her. During recess, nobody chose her for their team in any sport.

         Such slights made her feel bad, but from her earliest childhood, Joan Alexandra Molinsky was consoled by the incandescent memory of the unforgettable moment when she discovered the solution to all of life’s disappointments.

         The epiphany arrived like a bolt from the heavens when she won the role of a kitty in the preschool play. Performing in front of an audience, she was struck by “the ecstatic sense…that I could say, ‘I want to be somebody wonderful and walk out onstage and be the princess,’ and the world would say, ‘Yes, you are the princess!’”

         When everyone applauded, she was suffused with a joy she had never known—a miraculous high she spent the rest of her life trying to recapture. People accepted her! They enjoyed her! They thought she was beautiful!

         That night she wore her kitty cat hat with the bunny fur and pink felt ears to bed, where she sat in her best pajamas and waited expectantly for her parents to bring their dinner guests upstairs, certain that the grown-ups would again make a fuss over her and say, “Aren’t you darling!”

         She didn’t stay darling for long. As a very small child she was an angelic blonde, but the golden ringlets soon drooped and darkened to a dull mouse brown, her nose grew, and the tiny princess got so pudgy she would never stop despising herself for having been overweight as a child.

         But she had found the magic escape from her self-loathing, from feeling inadequate and unwanted. She had learned how to make people love her, even if only for a few precious moments—and she was hooked forever.

         From then on, the pretty kitty story represented the emotional truth at the core of her very existence—the Rosebud moment that defined the rest of her life. But in other regards, Joan Rivers’s public story of origin—like so many other aspects of her carefully constructed identity—was a shrewdly designed facade that obscured a considerably less photogenic reality.

         When she started to appear on television, she always said she came from Larchmont, a New York suburb that was noted for its “impeccable gentility,” as she put it with airy nonchalance, as if she was born to the little black dress and WASPy strand of pearls she wore like a uniform for her early TV performances.

         But even in a black dress and pearls, Rivers couldn’t resist the temptation of juicing up her impact with some showbiz pizzazz, so she always added a tacky feather boa. In the photographs of her first ever appearance on The Tonight Show, the bedraggled boa is crumpled in a forlorn heap, like a limp, mangy bird that happened to die on her lap while she was bantering with Johnny Carson.

         Her life story offered an equally curious amalgam of disparate elements. Far from the leafy green suburbs, Joan was born in 1933 in Brooklyn, where she spent her childhood. She and her older sister, Barbara, were raised in Crown Heights, at the intersection of Eastern Parkway and New York Avenue, on a block of houses known as Doctor’s Row. Their father, Meyer Molinsky, was indeed a doctor. But he grew up poor in a family of struggling Russian immigrants, and he never figured out how to be a successful businessman—a failure that had harrowing consequences for his family.

         Trying to establish a practice during the Depression, he seemed perpetually unable to manage the financial demands of running an office, so he would skip out on the rent by disappearing in the middle of the night after emptying everything he owned into a truck at 3 a.m. A soft touch who cared more about having people love him than about paying the bills, he charged a dollar a visit and accepted a cake or gefilte fish if his patients said they couldn’t pay, even if they were driving a new car and he wasn’t.

         “If somebody was sick, he would just take care of them. Money didn’t mean anything,” said Larry Ferber, a longtime friend of Joan’s and the former executive producer of her daytime television talk program, The Joan Rivers Show.

         Unfortunately, money was what meant the most to Meyer’s socially ambitious wife. Beatrice Grushman came from a family of well-to-do merchants in Odessa, and she raised her daughters on enthralling stories of her own enchanted Russian childhood, of lavish parties with peacocks strolling on lush emerald lawns and liveried waiters twirling trays of gold flatware and pears filled with caviar. But all their riches were left behind when their lives were overwhelmed by Russia’s prerevolutionary turmoil. After sewing jewels into the sable lining of her coat, Beatrice’s mother fled with her children to America.

         As a young woman in New York, Beatrice worked at a sewing machine in a blouse factory, stuffed her shoes with newspaper when the soles wore out, and lived in a cold-water flat, where she slept on two chairs pushed together while her bed was rented to boarders. Humiliated by her family’s straitened circumstances and haunted by their loss of privilege, she developed a lifelong obsession with the trappings of wealth. She spent the rest of her life trying to create the appearance of class, which to her mind was signified by materialistic excess and exaggerated formality.

         “Both my parents were almost pathologically terrified of poverty,” Joan wrote in her first memoir, Enter Talking, which was published in 1986. But instead of bonding over shared trauma, her parents dealt with their fears in disastrously conflicting ways. While the debt-ridden Meyer agonized over every penny they spent, Beatrice filled their home with damask and brocade, dressed her daughters in silk pajamas from Paris, and squandered $2,000 the family didn’t have on a mink coat that sent her husband into paroxysms of helpless rage.

         “Elegance was her religion,” Joan said. “My mother wanted MD to stand for ‘Make Dollars.’”

         Although there were never enough dollars to satisfy her, Beatrice refused to curtail her extravagance. No matter how many screaming fights the Molinskys had over money, no matter how many times Beatrice stormed out of the house in disgust and then slunk back home because she couldn’t support herself, her compulsive spending forced her husband to live perpetually beyond his means.

         The consequences were painful for everyone. To the outside world, the Molinskys were the very embodiment of midcentury success—a nuclear family with a doctor father, a beautifully dressed mother who gave impressive dinner parties, and two healthy children. But behind closed doors, the atmosphere was poisonous. Beatrice’s ferocious quest for status caused unbearable financial pressure that doomed the entire family to live in a state of unrelenting stress. The result was an excruciating tension between the refined image they strove so hard to convey and the terrifying economic insecurity that always threatened to overwhelm them.

         Furious at Meyer’s failure to provide a more opulent lifestyle, the haughty Beatrice subjected his every move to withering scorn. When he said or did something she considered common, she was contemptuous: “Well, you come from kikes!”

         When she told him disdainfully to put his napkin on his knee, he would say, “Go to hell!”—and put the napkin on his knee.

         When Beatrice couldn’t pay the bills, she made secret trips to the pawnshop to sacrifice her wedding ring and gold bracelet yet again. She was so desperate to maintain her fabricated self-image that she never even told her husband the truth about her own background.

         “Incredible as sounds, my father during their entire forty-eight years of marriage did not know she had ever been poor and always believed that Beatrice had been rich in Russia and rich in America,” Joan wrote.

         An emotionally absent workaholic obsessed with his practice, Meyer paid little attention to his family. He was the breadwinner, but Joan identified with her frustrated mother, and her anguish at Beatrice’s powerlessness would shape the course of her life.

         “I knew then that I was not going to let that happen to me,” Joan said. “I was going to be what was called in those days a career girl, and would never, never let myself be dependent on anybody—and I never have.”

         Joan got another lesson in the power of money when she went away to summer camp at twelve. She was so certain she would be given the lead role in the camp play that when someone else was cast as Snow White, Joan went ballistic. “My reaction was overpowering rage, with no sane way to release it,” she recalled.

         Convinced that Phyllis Bernstein got the role because her father donated a new curtain for the camp stage, Joan organized her fellow campers in protest, demanding auditions and fomenting a strike. Even though the camp was owned by a friend of her mother’s, Joan was expelled and sent home.

         The mortifying debacle served as a bitter lesson: “If you had money, you could be Snow White!” But it was also an inescapable reminder of her own deficiencies. How could she have mustered enough social power to goad an entire camp into an uproar, and yet still lack the interpersonal skills to win friends and make people like her?

         Quite by accident, Joan had discovered one way to make people like her when her father took her on a fishing trip with several other doctors. To her surprise, she found she could make the group of adult men laugh by telling a story in a funny way. The experience was a revelation: “This is power!” she thought. In Joan Rivers: Exit Laughing, a Comedy Hall of Fame documentary that aired on PBS, she explained, “Laughter gave me power.”

         But for the most part, Joan was a social dud, and the problem got worse as her peers expanded their get-togethers to include boys as well as girls. The first time Joan found herself in a group playing spin the bottle, the boy who got stuck with her in a darkened room immediately said, “Let’s forget this.” When the next boy ended up alone with her, he grabbed her nose and twisted it instead of kissing her—“which makes you realize you are not attractive,” Joan said wryly.

         She was tormented by the sense of having been “cheated by fate,” which had, in her opinion, promised her a life of kitty hats and princesshood. But if Joan craved the adulation of a crowd, her mother had other goals in mind.

         Despite the family’s chronic inability to keep up with its financial obligations, Beatrice decided, as her daughters moved through adolescence and their Brooklyn neighborhood deteriorated, that it was time to improve their standing in the world. In the classic migration of urban strivers determined to create a new identity that reflected comfort and privilege, the Molinskys bought an impressive house in a suburb that seemed like the epitome of the American dream.

         Originally known as a summer resort for wealthy New Yorkers, Larchmont had, by the late 1950s, become a desirable haven filled with stately Victorian, colonial, and Tudor homes on the scenic streets bordering Long Island Sound, whose tranquil waters made the Larchmont Yacht Club an important gathering place for the sailing world.

         Most of the beach clubs, like the surrounding country clubs with their manicured golf courses, were inhospitable to Jews, but the Molinskys didn’t come to Larchmont for the boats or the greens. When they bought their dignified Georgian house, Beatrice told her daughters it was their “picture frame”—a trophy acquisition designed to serve as “a home to impress the boys who came there,” as Joan later put it. Beatrice was determined to launch her daughters into advantageous marriages, and Larchmont was an appropriate setting to attract the kind of husbands she envisioned.

         Joan had a very different vision: she just wanted to escape suburbia and get famous. Even as a teenager, she was savvy enough to realize she would have to buy her own ticket out of town, so she went to work selling jewelry at Wanamaker’s department store. When she’d saved up enough money, she took her mother out to dinner at a nice restaurant. “We had never before sat down relaxed and ordered anything we wanted,” reported Joan, who was thrilled to be able to leave “a major tip” that made her feel she was “very hot stuff”—and very unlike her father, whose anxious penny-pinching ruined every family outing.

         The experience crystallized the lesson that would drive her for the rest of her life. “I thought, ‘Money is power. Money is wonderful.’ I have not changed my opinion,” she wrote forty years later.

         Despite its manifest influence, money was ultimately a means to the desired end. For Joan, the ultimate point was what she referred to, always in capital letters, as “THE DREAM.” Although the reasons were apparent to no one but herself, she possessed “a permeating confidence that I had been born a great dramatic actress and my classmates would be sorry they had not appreciated me. I once wrote in my diary, ‘One day when I’m famous, I’ll laugh in their faces when the boys ask me to dance and please God don’t let that be too far off.’”

         As far as Joan was concerned, she was J. Sondra Meredith, a brilliant thespian who was destined by fate to become one of the great actresses of her time. She practiced her own private melodramas in front of the bathroom mirror, imagining herself as a brave American who pretended to be a little French girl so she could smuggle documents past the Nazis on a death-defying mission. But as Joan later observed, lots of girls dream about becoming stars, and most don’t devote their lives to the single-minded pursuit of applause—so why did she?

         “The answer is the difference between a dream and an obsession,” Joan wrote in Enter Talking. “Performing became a psychological need at age fourteen, when I first experienced the full, intoxicating rush that happens onstage and all my fantasies were confirmed.”

         This time around, nobody handed her the chance, as some benevolent fate had done so many years earlier when she was given the role of the pretty kitty. As a homely but determined teenager, she had to create the opportunity for herself, which she did by taking on the responsibility of organizing the class plays, reviving the discontinued school tradition of an annual variety show, and making sure she was a featured performer.

         She made the most of her turn in the spotlight: “Suddenly this chubby girl who had never been worth much attention was mesmerizing and manipulating the entire school and faculty and all the parents. For a moment I was the supreme princess, somebody dazzling, somebody else.” That night she wrote in her diary, “Golly, I feel wonderful!”

         Those precious moments confirmed everything she had first intuited in prekindergarten—that the most enveloping kind of love could be found onstage and experienced through the applause of a crowd. But in the coming years, such highs would be few and far between as Joan struggled to navigate the widening gap between her ecstatic fantasies and her parents’ real-world expectations.

         When she finished high school, Joan wanted to go “right into drama school at the Pasadena Playhouse next door to Hollywood.” Her mother’s reaction was unequivocal: “Absolutely not.” Joan was expected to go to an eastern university, so she followed her older sister to Connecticut College for Women, a private liberal arts college in New London.

         In that environment, Barbara excelled as usual: she got high marks, was invited to dine at the Colony Club, and dated Yalies who had gone to Andover and Exeter. Joan tried to emulate her social success, but the results were very different. Ever enterprising, she wrote letters to boys all over the eastern seaboard, but even when she landed a date, it was an unpleasant experience for all concerned.

         When she trotted down the dormitory stairs to meet one blind date, “the guy frowned, turned to his friend, and said, ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ A moment like that—and there were many—rakes every open wound and makes you feel like nothing,” Joan recalled years afterward.

         Instead of inspiring lust or longing in members of the opposite sex, Joan was made to feel that her looks provoked only revulsion. After going to the beach with another boy, she took off the little robe she was wearing so they could go swimming. Her date said, “Oh, my God.”

         “The anguish was not just the disappointment in those boys’ faces, it was also my embarrassment—really shame—at not being like the other girls who got the invitations, got the votes of approval,” Joan said.

         To make matters worse, her parents would come to visit her at college, driving up in a Cadillac she knew her father had received from a patient who repossessed cars, with her mother wearing the mink coat that her father had screamed about and a diamond bracelet, bought on time at Macy’s, that had also precipitated angry scenes. Joan didn’t have enough money to travel to Yale for her next blind date, but she was forced to smile and nod as her parents took her dorm mates out to dinner and pretended to be as affluent as they looked.

         “I hated myself for playing along and joining their hypocrisy,” Joan recalled later. “Maybe that is why in my comedy I try to puncture the hypocrisy all around us, why it is almost a crusade with me to strip life down to what is really true.”

         Although she still felt like a social outcast, she finally carved out a small niche for herself by directing a school play and finding a best friend. After two years at Connecticut College, she transferred to Barnard, where she discovered a more congenial tribe of artsy girls and theater nerds in an environment where “idiosyncrasies did not make you strange, they made you chic. Every girl was very, very bright and very, very neurotic. It was wonderful.”

         As much as Rivers appreciated her college experience, she was not content to make her way in life as a plain old Barnard alumna following her graduation in 1954. After she became a public figure, she always let interviewers know she was a member of Phi Beta Kappa, which is widely considered to be the nation’s most prestigious collegiate honor society—and an automatic signifier of intellectual distinction. When coverage of Rivers didn’t specify that she was Phi Beta Kappa, it usually mentioned that she graduated with honors. If you google “Joan Rivers Phi Beta Kappa Barnard,” more than thirteen thousand entries pop up.

         Like many other aspects of the Molinsky family history, this particular “fact” turns out to be untrue. “Joan did not graduate Phi Beta Kappa—and no honors either,” said Debora Spar, Barnard’s current president, after checking the college’s academic records. Much as Rivers resented her parents’ efforts to embellish their status, she did the same thing with her own academic record.

         One might suspect that Joan falsely claimed to be Phi Beta Kappa in order to compete with her accomplished older sister, but that assumption would also prove to be incorrect. When her sister—then known as Barbara Cushman Waxler—died in 2013, her obituaries specified that she too had earned such academic honors. “Barbara received her BA in economics from Connecticut College for Women, where she graduated Phi Beta Kappa,” reported Main Line Media News, as did Philly.com.

         But Joan wasn’t the only Molinsky to burnish her image with a more impressive intellectual pedigree. After checking its records, Connecticut College discovered that Barbara Molinsky, who graduated in 1951, wasn’t Phi Beta Kappa either, according to Deborah MacDonnell, a spokesperson for the college (which shortened its name in 1969, when it began admitting men). Both Molinsky girls spent their entire lives claiming to be Phi Beta Kappa, but neither actually earned that distinction.

         Joan’s real interests were elsewhere, and finishing college finally liberated her to pursue the goal she had cherished for so long. As a newly minted graduate, she applied to become an apprentice at the Westport Country Playhouse in a program run by the Theatre Guild. Joan saw Westport as “the Tiffany of summer stock companies,” and she was overjoyed when she was accepted.

         But to her own astonishment, instead of sashaying triumphantly into Westport as J. Sondra Meredith, she took to her bed and lay there in a fetal position for days, unable to face the challenge she had longed for all her life. When her chance finally came, she couldn’t bear the possibility that she might try to live out her dream and fail. After days of making increasingly ridiculous excuses, she finally gave up and told her mother, “I can’t.”

         “In the end, it was an almost conscious choice to preserve my childhood fantasy and keep my secret self-image out of danger,” she observed later.

         And so, having sabotaged the theatrical career she had hungered for, she took a course in typing and shorthand and found a job in the executive training program at Lord & Taylor. She did so well that she was hired away by Bond Clothing Stores to be a fashion coordinator.

         Founded in Cleveland, Bond was the largest retail chain of men’s clothing stores in the United States during the 1930s and 1940s. Best known for selling two-pant suits, Bond expanded to include women’s clothing during the 1950s, when the chain operated nearly a hundred outlets around the country. In New York City, the flagship store was Bond Fifth Avenue at Thirty-Fifth Street and Fifth Avenue, but it was the Times Square store that was dubbed “the cathedral of clothing.” For Joan, Bond would provide a fateful turning point that helped to determine the course of her life.

         As she progressed in her working girl career at the store, her love life was also looking up. She fell madly in love with a friend of her cousin’s named David Fitelson, on whom she’d had a crush since girlhood. When he decided that he liked her too, she was astonished, and even more incredulous when he announced that she was his girlfriend.

         To Joan, everything about David was dazzling. He was studying history at Columbia University and planning to be a poet. His father was an attorney with the Theatre Guild, and the family personified the kind of cultural cachet Joan admired and envied. A Chagall and a Matisse hung in the living room of the Fitelson house in Greenwich Village. The garden boasted a Henry Moore sculpture. A silver cigarette case from Mary Martin gleamed on the table.

         The Fitelson family’s sophistication notwithstanding, Joan’s parents were unimpressed with the prospect of David as a mate for their daughter. To them, he was a spoiled, disreputable bohemian who wouldn’t be able to support a wife in the style to which they expected her to become accustomed. Joan was supposed to marry a doctor, a lawyer, an accountant—not some wild-eyed, impractical urban Heathcliff who loved her with the kind of dramatic fervor that epitomized grand passion in her eyes. Joan and David fought with operatic intensity and great regularity, and after every explosion he would write an elegy, which Joan thought was very romantic.

         Far less romantic, even to a besotted Joan, was the fact that he was always broke. He would drive to Larchmont in the middle of the night with no money to buy gas, expecting her to pay. He was the love of her life, but their fights were so terrible that on one particularly memorable occasion she screamed, “You’re a lazy rich man’s son waiting for the inheritance!”—and then jumped out of a moving car. And yet their mutual attraction exerted such an overwhelming pull that they couldn’t seem to leave each other alone. He vowed he would never let her go.

         So when David finally went into the Army, Joan figured she had the six weeks of his basic training to get herself married to someone else. As if sent to her by central casting, James Sanger materialized to fit the bill. The son of the merchandise manager at Bond, “he was the royal prince and we were the buzz of the store,” she said proudly.

         Joan decided that Jimmy was just what her parents wanted for her: a Columbia graduate and a businessman, already well-to-do and destined for success. Instead of constant emotional chaos and a future of impoverished disillusionment with David, a life with Jimmy seemed to promise a nice apartment, a maid, a country club, and a mink coat—everything that she had been raised to want, and that, in truth, a significant part of her actually did want.

         Joan told Jimmy that they should get married immediately. She was twenty-two years old, and so sure she was making a mistake that she had to take a tranquilizer before the wedding—“but I knew what was expected of me and was going to do it,” she said.

         Her acquiescence did not signal her acceptance. “I was furious about having to get married,” she admitted long afterward. “I was Phi Beta Kappa, and all they wanted me to do was get married!”

         Her anger at such social expectations was compounded by her parents’ implicit disparagement of her other prospects. “Her mother thought Joan would never marry, so she said, ‘Listen, nobody else is coming along, so you’d better grab this guy,’” reported Blaine Trump, who became a close friend many decades later. “Joan said it was a disaster.”

         Like her parents before her, Joan found herself mismatched in a marriage as ill-conceived as it was hasty. It became clear almost immediately that neither partner understood what they were getting into when they said “I do.” Jimmy—who obviously had no idea what Joan was really like—turned out to be “furious that he had an ambitious wife.” He kept telling her, “I want to be the boss,” and they fought constantly.

         Six months after the wedding, Joan left for good. In those days, even when both parties wanted to escape a marriage, the options for doing so were tightly constrained; until the movement to reform divorce laws gained traction in the 1970s, no-fault divorce didn’t exist, so one partner had to prove that the other was to blame in order to terminate a marriage.

         So they got the marriage annulled on the grounds that Jimmy didn’t want children but had neglected to tell Joan. Ending a marriage was scandalous no matter how it was done, and Joan’s parents were understandably appalled; in 1955, nice Jewish girls who wore white gloves and aspired to mink coats and country-club memberships didn’t jump into and out of a perfectly respectable marriage, let alone all in the same year.

         The Molinskys would have been even more upset had they realized what the whole debacle really meant. As far as Joan was concerned, her doomed attempt at establishing a conventional grown-up life “closed the door, not just on Jimmy Sanger, but on ever being Mrs. Westchester and Mrs. Doctor’s Wife and Mrs. Normal Citizen in society.” She had tried; she had done what her parents wanted her to do. And she had failed.

         From now on, she was going to pursue her own dreams, not theirs. Fortunately for the entire family, neither Joan nor her parents had any idea of what a long, difficult, painful, embarrassing journey this would turn out to be—or of the widening gulf that would separate them as the rebellious child battled her way into a hostile future.

         In order to do so, she had to find a new support network, and so she began what would become a lifelong process of creating her own surrogate family with friends who understood her goals and sympathized with her hardships.

         The son of a burlesque comedian in the Catskills, Lou Alexander grew up in the Borscht Belt branch of show business, and all he wanted was to follow in his father’s footsteps. In the late 1950s, after getting out of the service, he started trying to make it as a stand-up comic in his own right. One day his wife, a model named Beth Hamilton, told him that someone she worked with at Bond had asked to meet him. The young woman’s name was Joan, and while she had a job in a clothing store, what she really wanted to learn about was comedy.

         “At the store, the models would walk around and they would do a whole thing about what you’re wearing, like ‘This is an off-the-shoulder pinstripe’ or whatever,” explained Alexander, who was two years older than Rivers. “Joan did the narration of the clothing, but she said to Beth, ‘I’m not going to do this. I want to be a comedian.’ Beth said, ‘I’m married to a comedian,’ and Joan said, ‘I want to meet your husband.’ I was working at a club called the Golden Slipper in Mineola, Long Island, and Joan came out with her boyfriend to see me.”

         Although Alexander knew the bare facts of Joan’s history, she wasn’t forthcoming about her marital misadventure. “She was divorced from her first husband, but she never talked about that,” he said. “I knew she wasn’t doing very well, because she had on a brassiere that was held up with a safety pin.”

         But she knew what she wanted. “She said, ‘Can you give me some pointers on how I can get into the business?’ I said, ‘Whatever you see me doing tonight, take it and use it as a girl thing instead of a guy thing.’ So she wrote down all kinds of notes. Then she said, ‘How do I get started?’ I said, ‘Go to Greenwich Village and work for nothing. Tell them you want to break in. If they like your act, they throw change—quarters, dimes, nickels—and that’s your money.”

         Alexander promised to come and watch Joan perform when she got onstage, which he did. “I went down to Cafe Wha? in Greenwich Village and saw her,” he reported.

         Founded in 1959 as a club on Macdougal Street, Cafe Wha? was a popular venue for aspiring musicians and comedians, many of whom went on to have legendary careers, including Bob Dylan, Jimi Hendrix, the Velvet Underground, Peter, Paul, and Mary, Woody Allen, Bill Cosby, Richard Pryor, and Bruce Springsteen.

         When Alexander first saw Joan onstage, her lack of experience was so apparent that his initial notes focused on the basics of communicating with an audience. “The material wasn’t that good, and she talked too fast,” he explained. “She was speaking so fast I said, ‘It’s very hard to understand what you’re saying. As soon as you get to the punch line, say to yourself, “One, two, three…”—and then say the punch line.’”

         The next time he watched her perform, he was in for a surprise. “She’s doing her act, and she says out loud, ‘One, two, three!’ She’s supposed to say it to herself!”

         Alexander has told this story before, but it was reported as if the joke were on Joan, the clueless novice who was so green she didn’t realize she wasn’t supposed to say the numbers of her little countdown out loud. And yet this interpretation seems absurd: Joan was a woman who would go to any lengths to make someone laugh. In this case, it seems clear that her intended target was Lou Alexander, whom she was so eager to impress that she was willing to sacrifice the entire room to crack up her mentor with a private joke that only he would get.

         It worked. “How could I not laugh at that?” Alexander said. “I fell on the floor.”

         The joke was not only calculated but totally unexpected, its impact compounded by the irresistible frisson of marking its intended audience as part of a select group of knowing insiders—a group that, in this case, numbered only two. No one else knew why the joke was funny, or even that it was a joke—but to Lou and Joan, it was hilarious.

         The experience convinced him that Joan had the one irreplaceable attribute of any comedian. “You can’t teach somebody to be funny,” he said. “There’s gotta be something there to start with. Joan was a little bit outrageous, a little bit out there.”

         Driven by a compulsive need to transgress, she seemed willing to sacrifice almost anything to make people laugh, from propriety and good taste to her dignity and her femininity. The reward certainly wasn’t riches; when Joan got started, a working comic like Lou Alexander was lucky if he earned enough to pay for food and shelter. “I was making sixty dollars for four shows in two days at the Golden Slipper,” he reported. “Joan said, ‘Can I make that kind of money?’”

         “Everything’s relative,” Alexander replied dryly.

         Despite her family’s emphasis on material wealth, Joan was not discouraged by such hardships. Trying to placate her parents by making some money, she juggled office temp jobs with an endless round of largely fruitless efforts to land an acting gig. She was fired from so many jobs that she resorted to a fervent prayer: “Please, God, if you’re going to make me a failure, fine—but don’t make me a failure at something I don’t want to do.”

         She was no more successful on the rare occasions when she landed a role in some kind of stage show. After assuring the director that she had lots of relatives who would come see her in a play, which seemed to be the primary qualification for being cast, Joan was thrilled to be included in an Off-Broadway production called Seaweed. She was told that the job didn’t pay any money but could be useful as a showcase. When it turned out that the only available part was Man in Black, Joan suggested that the role be changed to Woman in Black.

         And so the character became a lesbian, and Joan found herself impersonating a young woman in love with another female character, who was played by “a skinny high school girl with a large nose and a pin that said ‘Go Erasmus!’” The Brooklyn girl with the big nose was named Barbara Streisand, but she would later change her name to Barbra and become one of the biggest stars in the world.

         Seaweed didn’t turn out to be Streisand’s big break—or Joan’s. “The actual performance is a blur—the mind protects itself,” Joan wrote in Enter Talking. “I do remember I had a big love scene where I told Barbra I loved her very much and she rejected me and I had a knife in my hand and tried to kill her and then myself. I also remember a horrendous lot of coughing, like a tubercular ward, and knowing this whole thing was insane and wanting to turn and wink at the audience, sitting there in overcoats.”

         The only review appeared the next day in Show Business, which called Seaweed sophomoric and ridiculous and added that the performances couldn’t be evaluated because the material was so bad.

         The Molinskys’ reaction was equally scathing. Joan’s father told her that Seaweed was “the worst piece of garbage I ever saw, and these people are garbage. You’re crazy.” Joan’s mother said she was wasting her life on acting and should give up and go to law school like her sister. Both were baffled by Joan’s obstinacy. As far as they could tell, no one on the planet thought Joan had what it took to make it—except Joan.

         “What makes you think you can be a success?” her mother asked in desperation. “How do you know you have talent? Has anyone ever said you have talent? It’s absolutely, utterly ridiculous. You’re talented in so many other ways; why throw your life away in the one area you have nothing?”

         In her memoir, Rivers related such painful experiences in great detail, but it seems she took as many liberties with the truth as she had in describing her ostensible academic honors. When the author James Spada published Streisand: Her Life in 1995, he reported that Rivers fabricated virtually everything about her alleged appearance with Streisand—including the name of the play, which was actually Driftwood, and the lesbian romp Rivers claimed to have had with the future megastar.

         “‘There was no lesbianism in my play,’ says Driftwood playwright Maurice Tei Dunn. ‘I can’t imagine where Joan got that. In those days, it would have been suicide in the theater. Barbara and Joan never had a single exchange together. They were never onstage at the same time. That picture of them together in Joan’s book was posed during rehearsals.’”

         What Joan didn’t exaggerate was the unanimous dismay that greeted her own performance. When it came to her viability as a potential talent, all available evidence suggested that her parents’ concerns were warranted—and yet Joan remained implacable.

         Busy going nowhere as a dramatic actress, she was also trying to get onstage as a comic, but when she managed to land a gig, the reception was even worse. She was thrilled when Lou Alexander introduced her to an agent named Harry Brent, who booked her as an emcee at a place called the Show Bar in Boston. Brent informed her that her stage name was Pepper January, and she’d be known for “comedy with spice.”

         The Show Bar turned out to be a seedy strip club where Pepper’s castmates were named Dyna-Mite and Aurora Borealis, the Shooting Star. Trying to maintain some semblance of dignity, Joan told the strippers that she had gone to Connecticut College. “Oh—me too,” said one of the strippers, who astonished Joan by naming the dormitories where she had lived.

         When Joan went onstage, another shock awaited her. Looking down at the audience, she saw, “almost at my feet,” a Yale student she had dated—“the blond son of the owner of Peck & Peck,” dressed in a Brooks Brothers gray flannel suit and rep tie. “I do not know which of us was more astounded and upset,” Joan said.

         The audience wasn’t any happier. As she launched into her routine, men started screaming, “Get the fuck off! Bring on the girls!” Joan’s set was so bad she was fired before the second show of the night, which meant she didn’t get paid.

         Back in her cheap hotel, which smelled of urine and peanuts, she couldn’t stop crying. “I was seeing myself as my parents saw me, facing the truth that theater had not worked and comedy was not working,” she said. She took a long shower in a tub so filthy she kept her socks on. “Standing in that dirt-blackened tub, I no longer knew whether the thing inside me struggling to come out was talent or only an obsession. But even at that moment I could still feel it there, enormous inside me, still constantly pushing. It wanted to get out and I wanted it out—and could not find a way to release it. I was giving birth to a baby and someone had tied my knees.”

         When she got home to Larchmont and acknowledged her failure to her parents, they told her that “this foolishness has got to stop.” Her mother said, “You’re making your father and me ill.” Joan didn’t stop, and she kept trying valiantly to fit in, even at strip clubs. “I used to buy pasties and put them on over my dress,” she said.

         But then Harry Brent managed to book her into a strip joint in Springfield, Massachusetts. When she came off the stage, the boss said, “Get your stuff and get the fuck out of here.”

         At this point Brent gave up and told her he wouldn’t handle her anymore. He was, however, keeping the rights to “Pepper January, comedy with spice”—because “great names and logos don’t come easy,” he said.

         “When you are not even Pepper January, then you are truly nothing,” Joan observed. No one seemed to think she was going to make it. Nobody except her boyfriend, an Italian wannabe actor named Nick Clemente whose father was connected to the mob, ever encouraged her at all. And yet no matter how many times she failed, she simply refused to give up.

         But it was a long time before Joan’s perseverance began to pay off. As she learned more about comedy, she also realized how bad she was at it. “I knew my act was terrible,” she admitted. She admired the sophisticated comedy of hip talents like Mike Nichols and Elaine May, but it didn’t occur to her that she might draw from her own everyday humor to create jokes or sketches that were more original than the tired old gags endlessly recycled by generations of hacks.

         In the spring of 1959, she finally met a kindred spirit, an aspiring comedy writer named Treva Silverman—“a dream sister who had graduated from Bennington College, done her thesis on James Joyce’s Ulysses, and known since day one that she belonged in show business,” Joan said. “We were two salmon swimming upstream together.”

         Through her new soul mate, Joan got to know a group of comedy-obsessed twentysomethings who, like Treva, wanted to be writers rather than performers. They were all students of comedy, their role models were the legendary wits of the Algonquin Round Table, and their goal was to make it to Upstairs at the Downstairs, Julius Monk’s satirical revue at the old Wanamaker mansion on West Fifty-Sixth Street—a far cry from a gig in the Catskills.

         Hanging out with such smart young things, Joan was exposed to a very different world than anything she had known, and a different sort of people. Up until then, she spent much of her time with her incongruously inappropriate boyfriend. A great comfort, Nick gave her unfailing emotional support even when no one else did, but he was a former Marine who lived with his parents in Brooklyn, where his father was a housepainter who also worked for the Mafia, according to Enter Talking. Joan knew he wouldn’t fit in with Treva’s cabaret crowd any better than he would with her own very Jewish, very status-conscious parents, so she kept each part of her world quite separate.

         Treva’s friends also introduced Joan to a different approach toward her work. They were obsessed with the craft of writing, and Joan began to focus on developing her material and shaping it to her own individual persona instead of conforming to a generic mold. In addition to making fun of herself, she ridiculed society’s expectations of women—a topic that became a staple of her work in jokes about traditional female roles: “I hate housework. You make the beds, you do the dishes, and six months later, you have to start all over again.”

         A quarter of a century after meeting Treva and her friends, Joan wrote about what an important influence they had on her own development as a comic. “Treva even gave me one line I still use: ‘If God wanted me to cook, my hands would be aluminum,’” Joan reported in Enter Talking.

         As she began to drop old routines from her act and replace them with new material, she also assumed a new identity. When a theatrical agent named Tony Rivers said he couldn’t send her out as Joan Molinsky and she had to change her name, she came up with a new one on the spot. “Okay, I’ll be Joan Rivers,” she said.

         And slowly, a new persona began to emerge. “In the course of all that bombing in cheesed-out clubs, I gradually saw my mistakes and tried not to repeat them—it is the bad that teaches you, makes you think; good takes care of itself and only gets better,” she said. “However, no matter how many times I bombed and cried, I could not wait to get to the next job. Hope always lived in the next show.”

         But when she bombed in front of all her parents’ friends, the Molinskys finally reached their breaking point, and the public humiliation Joan inflicted on them touched off a shattering explosion that left her homeless.

         The Molinskys were members of the Riviera Shore Club in New Rochelle—“not the best beach club, but one my parents could afford,” said Joan, who described its decor as “high Bronx.” Even there, the Molinskys felt compelled to elevate their status by pretending they had a cabana when they had only a locker.

         Joan was nonetheless gratified when her father suggested her as the professional entertainer for one of the club’s regular Saturday night dinner shows. The manager agreed, mainly because a recent appearance by the comedienne Totie Fields had depleted his budget and he needed to find free entertainment.

         But when Joan took the stage, the crowd quickly progressed from muttering “Oh, it’s Joan Molinsky—you know, Dr. Molinsky’s daughter. No, not Barbara—Joan!” to “How long do you think she’s going to go on?” and “Shouldn’t we leave now and avoid the traffic?” Drenched in flop sweat, Joan finally fled the stage and ran to hide behind the kitchen door, shaking—only to be confronted with her parents.

         The manager saw the Molinskys “dying of embarrassment and led them out through my escape route,” Joan reported. “Coming through the kitchen was my father, confused and shocked, looking as though somebody had sat on him. With one outstretched hand, he was trying to steady my mother, dressed in very high-heeled satin shoes, a lace Bergdorf Goodman dress, wearing the good pearls and clutching a little Judith Leiber bag…On her face was the look that must have been on somebody’s face at the first sight of Hiroshima.”

         After trying to sneak out without having to face anyone, the whole family was further humiliated when they were forced to wait for their car in front of the club, along with everyone else. “Mostly they just looked away and said nothing,” Joan recalled, although a few women came over to her mother and said sorrowfully, “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

         At home, Joan went up to her room, but the window was open and she could hear her parents talking on the terrace below. “She has no talent. What can we do?” her mother said. “She is throwing her life away.”

         Her father was equally desolate: “The people expected more, even from an amateur.”

         Joan finally exploded. “I went crazy. I ran down the stairs and out the back door…[and] screamed at them, ‘I don’t care what you say! You don’t know! I do have talent! You’re wrong!’”

         Her mother told her she had to give up. Her father told her she was associating with “a bunch of derelicts and fairies.” Joan yelled, “It’s my life! It’s my choice how I live it!”

         When her father said she could go to hell, she told him he didn’t know what the hell he was talking about—whereupon her mother told her she wasn’t allowed to swear at her parents and her father said she was turning into a tramp, just like her friends.

         Then her mother played the fatal trump card: “Joan, if you’re going to live in our house, you’re going to live by our rules.”

         Joan took the bait. “In that case, I won’t live in the house! You can’t tell me what to do. I’m too old. I’ve been married and divorced.”

         Her father shouted, “You want to leave? Leave! Who wants you? It’s our house—just get out!”

         “You got it,” Joan screamed, and ran off in her pedal pushers.

         She got into her car and waited, but nobody came  to retrieve her. After waiting for a very long time, she drove down the driveway at a snail’s pace, but her parents still didn’t come after her. She drove around Larchmont aimlessly, but couldn’t figure out where to go. Eventually she drove into the city and found herself in front of the YWCA at 1 a.m. At last, she did what she always did when she ran out of other options: she called Nick Clemente, waking up his parents. As usual, he rushed into Manhattan to rescue her.

         Also as usual, her white knight lacked the wherewithal to give her anything more than reassurance, so she slept in her car until Nick pawned a friend’s sister’s typewriter to get enough money to pay for a room at the YWCA for a week. After the week was up, the two checked themselves into a succession of hotels under various fake names, ordering roast beef dinners from room service and then sneaking out without paying the bill. When they ran out of hotels, Joan worked at office temp jobs to scrounge up enough money for a room in a women’s residential hotel.

         As the weeks went by, she lived on Orange Julius and date-and-nut-bread sandwiches at Chock Full o’Nuts, making calls to advance her nonexistent performing career from a phone booth in Grand Central Terminal. Haunted by the constant barrage of evidence “that I was a moron whose instincts had been wrong since I was three years old,” she still refused to face the possibility that she might never realize THE DREAM.

         “I could not endure the reality that I might end up Joan Molinsky, an unattractive, nondescript little Jewish girl, run-of-the-mill, who might just as well have stayed in Brooklyn and married the druggist and had a normal life,” she said. “I had come from normal life, from real life, and nobody there had been happy. I knew I had to be special, had to have a life different from anything I had ever known, and if I ended up ordinary Joan Molinsky, I would always be unhappy and make my husband and children unhappy.”

         Although Nick Clemente was endlessly supportive, he—unlike Joan—didn’t seem to mind being broke. One night they were debating whether they could afford a hot dog at Howard Johnson’s when Nick made the mistake of saying that money didn’t mean anything. This made Joan furious, but when she pointed out that they were cold and hungry and tired and unemployed and couldn’t buy dinner, Nick did not rise to the occasion by saying that maybe he could get a job.

         Since Joan needed to make her rounds as an aspiring actor during the day, she goaded him by announcing that she would get a night job and become a hooker. Nick replied that she might be able to get five dollars for a trick, “but only under the boardwalk at Coney Island at night.”

         Not surprisingly, the fight ended up with Nick storming out to seek moral support and alcoholic solace from his friends Sal and Guido, who eventually convinced him that if he really loved Joan, he should call her family. So he telephoned Barbara in Larchmont and told her that Joan had decided to become a prostitute, which prompted Mrs. Molinsky to pick up an extension and scream at Nick that it was all his fault, whereupon he screamed back that it was, in fact, her fault. Sal decided the Molinskys were abusing his friend, so he grabbed the phone, yelled “Listen, you fuckers!,” and hung up.

         At this point Nick called Joan and said, “I think maybe I made a mistake.”

         When he told her what he’d done, she said she was going to jump out the window of the women’s residence. Nick promptly hung up and told Guido, “I gotta go—she’s gonna jump!”

         Guido said he knew “a big black guy who had a car,” which launched an against-the-clock car race worthy of a French farce. Ten people set out at breakneck speed in three different cars, all heading for the same destination from different directions, with each of them frantically running every red light in their effort to reach Joan in time to prevent her suicide. In one car were Nick, Sal, Guido, and the big black guy; the second car held Joan’s mother and father and sister; and the third, a chauffeur-driven limousine, contained Joan’s Aunt Alice and Aunt Fanny, two dowagers in pearls who had been summoned to the rescue by Joan’s hysterical mother.

         When all of them converged at the women’s residence, Joan’s mother shouted at Nick that he was a bum, and the big black guy yelled back at her to defend Nick until Joan’s mother demanded to know who he was—whereupon the big black guy grabbed Nick’s arm and retorted, “I’m his brother!”

         Meanwhile, Dr. Molinsky ignored the hotel clerk’s agitated protests that no men were allowed upstairs, charged up to Joan’s room, and started trying to wrestle her back down the stairs as Joan clung to the railing in her bathrobe, screaming and crying hysterically.

         Dr. Molinsky finally halted Joan’s resistance by announcing that she had two choices: come home to Larchmont at once or he would commit her to Bellevue that very night.

         “All along my father was convinced I would end up a whore and now it had happened,” Joan wrote years later. “Why would the Italian lover lie? And the only reason his daughter would turn to prostitution would be insanity. I knew he meant it—and that he could do it. I had lost.”

         When they got back to the lobby, Joan’s mother was shrieking “What have you done to my daughter?” at Sal and Guido, who were drunk, while Aunt Fanny poked at them with her cane. When Mrs. Molinsky went back to yelling at Nick that it was all his fault, Sal shouted, “Don’t yell at my buddy!,” and the black guy said ominously, “Don’t worry, I’ll call some friends!”

         “Three Jewish ladies, none over five feet tall, in mink coats and Delman shoes, were screaming and swinging Hermès pocketbooks at three rough Italian boys,” reported Joan. Weeping with rage, she ran to Nick and sobbed, “How could you do this?”

         But when he lifted his arm to comfort her, Aunt Fanny cried out, “My God, he hit her!”

         Aunt Alice finally imposed a truce by announcing that Joan would spend the night with her while the Molinskys would go home. Joan asked Nick to come with her so they could talk, but Guido said, “You’re not going. She’s not Italian.” As Nick struggled to leave, Guido grabbed him by his coat and held on until Nick broke free and ran off, coatless, with Joan. Nick had sold out the Italians to a Jew, and Guido never spoke to him again.

         Ever the dutiful boyfriend, Nick went to Aunt Alice’s apartment on Park Avenue, where he and Joan “sat on her Chippendale sofa under her Vlaminck, surrounded by her wonderful English antiques,” while Aunt Alice negotiated a deal: Joan would go home and behave herself, Dr. Molinsky would not have her committed to Bellevue, and her parents would accept her goal of becoming a performer.

         So life went on, and what happened that night was never mentioned again—but on the rare occasions when Joan’s parents encountered Nick Clemente, Mrs. Molinsky always asked him, “How’s your brother?”

         The crisis left Joan feeling defeated; she saw her father as having won, and his threat to have her committed to Bellevue as a powerful weapon that transformed him from a parent into a policeman. From then on, she tried to avoid him as much as possible.

         And yet the truth was that Joan won what really mattered to her, which was the security of living in her parents’ home while retaining the freedom to keep on trying to make it in show business. Constant rejection and her parents’ wrath hadn’t dissuaded her, nor had poverty and homelessness. While her talent had not yet struck anyone as exceptional, her fanatical, incomprehensible, inextinguishable ambition certainly did.

         For the first half of her life, Rivers avoided therapy because she was afraid it might help to resolve her issues—“and there goes the act!” But she didn’t need a psychiatrist to understand what motivated her. In 1983, when People magazine asked where she got her drive, she replied, “From being the second child and a fat child. My sister was prettier, smarter, and better than I was in every way.”

         Over the course of a long career, Lou Alexander met most of the iconic names in comedy as well as countless wannabes. After performing as a stand-up comedian for twenty-two years, he became an agent and later worked with Budd Friedman, the founder and original proprietor of The Improv, a Manhattan comedy club that later became a franchise with other clubs around the country. Alexander knows the world of comedy intimately—and yet even by those standards, Joan is unique.

         “I’ve seen many, many people when they got started in this business, and I’ve seen a lot of people break in. But I’ve never seen anybody, man or woman, who wanted it more or loved it more than Joan Rivers,” he said. “I never saw anybody who was that diligent. She could have a high temperature and she’d go onstage. There is nothing that would stop her. She was willing to give up anything to make it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Dying Is Easy. Comedy Is Hard.

         

         For the rest of her life, Rivers’s recollections of her early years in the business remained vivid and harrowing. “All of us in comedy have had our Show Bars, our hideous low points that almost destroy us—except that we come back to have more of them—walking out on stages hundreds and hundreds of times when lights are broken, when microphones do not work, when audiences are hostile, when our material stinks,” Rivers wrote in Enter Talking. “That is what makes you tough. But the process gives terrible war wounds that are forever open, leaving you a victim for the rest of your life.”

         “If you have reached the top in comedy, you are, in your own way, a killer—but every killer is bandaged. And the anger is never out of you,” she added. “Why was Totie Fields so angry? Why did her contract require twelve coffee cups, exactly twelve, in her dressing room? Because twenty-five years ago she could not get even one cup. After years of being pampered, I am still angry. I am angry because of the Show Bar.”

         When Rivers wrote those words in the mid-1980s, at what then appeared to be the height of her career, she went on to list a host of other indignities that still rankled from countless other sleazy venues, for “the nights I had to get dressed in filthy toilets, for all the disgusting dressing rooms where there was no toilet paper in the john, where the soap had hair embedded in it, where cockroaches ran across the dressing table, where my paycheck had $1.25 deducted from it for two cups of coffee.”

         But slowly and incrementally, progressing in tiny steps that often appeared undetectable as forward motion, the seemingly hopeless succession of terrible experiences began to pay off. “What makes a comedian finally jell? I know the answer to that now,” Rivers said decades later, enlightened by the wisdom of hindsight. “The act evolves out of yourself—but not intellectually. It gathers emotionally inside you, in a strange way a by-product of struggle, of a willingness to do anything, try anything, expose yourself to anything…This is paying your dues, appearing again and again and again on every sort of stage, in front of every kind of audience, until you gradually, gradually acquire technique and a stage identity, which is not you, but has your passion, your hurts, your angers, your particular humor. This is a birth process and it can be very painful.”

         Through all the soul-crushing rebuffs, what keeps any comic going is the irresistible promise of the reward that shimmers perpetually on the horizon like an enticing oasis offering sweet relief from all of life’s hardships—if only one could get there.

         In Why We Laugh: Funny Women, a documentary that featured interviews with more than a dozen female comedians, Rivers was moved to tears by her own description of what it feels like for a comic to elicit the desired response from an audience.

         “There is nothing like walking on a stage and turning to the audience and saying, ‘This is what happened to me today, and it was wrong!’—and they say, ‘Yes, it was wrong!’ It’s having a million mothers out there that say, ‘You’re the best! You’re the funniest!’” Rivers said, starting to cry at the very thought. “It’s a very tough existence for all of us in real life, and we have an hour and a half when we’re going to forget what’s tough. Comedy is such a warm blanket to put around everyone.”

         The comic Judy Gold was more succinct in describing what it feels like to win the laughter of an audience: “I guess it’s like a crack high,” she said. “When I got the first laugh, and then got another, it was like God had spoken to me.”

         But it takes years of practice to master the craft of extracting that reward from a volatile and demanding process. Every audience is different, and comedians must learn how to manipulate everyone watching them with the kind of assurance that puts listeners at their ease. Only hard-won experience can give a performer the necessary skills and confidence—not to mention the judgment to tailor the comedic content to a specific audience.

         Although comics have always stolen material from one another, it’s the individuals who create a distinctive style with original material that make the biggest impact. For Rivers, another crucial step toward success was learning to draw from her personal experience in developing her own characteristic brand of humor—and finding an effective stage persona to deliver it.

         This took her a while to figure out. When she auditioned for the agent Irvin Arthur, he said, “That was terrific. The only trouble is, you just did his act.”

         Arthur gestured toward the friend sitting next to him, who turned out to be a comedy star named Dick Gautier. Rivers and Gautier had never met, but Rivers had copied down his routines from The Ed Sullivan Show and performed them so often she’d forgotten where she got them. Gautier asked her politely to stop doing his act, whereupon Arthur suggested she try writing her own.

         After she had accumulated enough fresh material, she shaped it into a new act called “The Diary of Joan Rivers” and started begging anyone she knew to get her a booking. At last she wangled a gig at the Cherry Grove Hotel on Fire Island, an experience that produced a major epiphany.

         “I finally found the audience that would keep me in show business until I could, so to speak, go it alone,” Rivers said. “Basically, it was people who were smart, realistic, literate, up-to-date, with a taste for the camp and the outrageous—and the best of these, I learned at Cherry Grove, were the gays. There has been nothing nicer than five hundred gay faces looking up at me onstage.”

         Others would discern a deeper connection. “Gay people hated themselves the way Joan hated herself,” said Sue Cameron, a former Hollywood Reporter columnist who describes herself as bisexual. “She identified with their pain, and they knew it; they were immediately in sync. They use humor to get out of their pain, and so does Joan. They make all these jokes, but inside they feel abandoned, like second-class citizens.”

         Some audiences were less appreciative. Rivers always felt she deserved more opportunities than she received, but many observers simply disliked what she was offering. At times they were won over by what she described as “a tremendous eagerness to please combined with hopefulness—the quality which makes puppies charming.”

         But others were put off, both by her style and by her substance. When Off Broadway Reviews assessed her performance at an engagement in a Greenwich Village club called Phase 2, the verdict was withering. “There are two main things amiss with Miss Rivers’s approach: her material is tired and her delivery is frenetic…Her frantic and strained efforts are only nerve-racking and do not disguise, but rather point up, the material’s essential aridity.”

         The gig at Phase 2 did succeed in bringing Rivers to the attention of Jack Paar’s talent coordinator, and Rivers was ecstatic when he finally booked her for the television show, which was her parents’ favorite. As was increasingly the case, she drew her material from the ongoing Molinsky family psychodramas.

         “I told Jack Paar my mother desperately wanted me to get married, so she painted the entire kitchen pink, because she had heard pink made you look young and terrific. She even bought a pink stove and a pink refrigerator—which was true—but nothing happened for my sister and me. However, three maids ran off with A&P delivery boys,” Rivers said.

         She also told Paar she was dating a guy whose father was in the Mafia, and she loved going out with him because Italian men are so masculine. “You’ve never seen a gay Italian, because any time they turn gay, they make them into nuns. That’s why so many nuns have mustaches,” she said.

         Jack Paar stared at her, aghast. “Do you realize Italian people are watching this show?” he asked.

         After the show, the talent coordinator told her it was a good performance and they would have her back. But Paar said, “Never again. I don’t believe one word she says. She’s a liar.”

         Stunned, the talent coordinator told him, “Jack, they’re jokes.”

         Paar replied, “We don’t do jokes.”

         Rivers was devastated, but for once her parents were supportive. Her father wrote Paar a letter, earnestly telling him that Joan was a doctor’s daughter and had gone to the finest schools and was not a liar. “He and my mother really believed that Jack Paar was their friend and once he understood that I had been telling the truth, everything would be repaired. It was so sweet,” Rivers said. “They never received an answer and they never watched Jack Paar again.”

         As it turned out, Rivers had to leave the country to acquire some sustained experience onstage. At the end of 1960, she was included in a USO show called Broadway USA, which toured Army bases in Korea, Japan, and the Pacific Islands. “It was the first time I had ever had friendly, forgiving audiences night after night,” she said. Her performing skills improved with constant practice, and by the time she arrived back in New York, she felt like a professional for the first time.

         And then one night, when Hugh Downs was guest hosting The Jack Paar Show, the talent coordinator called her back and gave her another chance to perform on television. Unfortunately, Downs was as baffled by her sense of humor as Paar had been, and the appearance went so badly that Aunt Fanny phoned Joan’s mother afterward and demanded, “When is that girl going to stop? Bea, when is she going to stop?”

         “Nobody cared that I was terrific on Guam,” said Rivers, who received a further blow when her sister confessed to having taken all the money Joan had sent home from overseas. Instead of depositing it in Joan’s account, as she had promised to do, Barbara had used Joan’s earnings to get her teeth capped. “I was a beggar again,” said Rivers, who went back to office temp jobs once more.

         But the following year, Rivers finally got an important break. An agent at William Morris arranged for her to audition for Second City, an improvisational comedy troupe in Chicago that began in the 1950s with such young actors as Mike Nichols and Elaine May. Its later alumni included comedic icons who ranged from John Belushi, Dan Aykroyd, Bill Murray, and Gilda Radner to Stephen Colbert. But when Rivers auditioned, she was familiar with neither improvisational techniques nor the company’s work.

         Foolishly, she brought her mother to her appointment, figuring it would take twenty minutes and they could go to brunch at Schrafft’s afterward—only to be forced to wait for five mortifying hours while a succession of prettier girls were allowed to audition ahead of Joan. When she was finally given her chance, Rivers was startled to find that instead of being handed a script, she was told to improvise something—perhaps a description of what was actually going on in the room.

         Hungry, tired, and humiliated at being treated with such disdain in front of her mother, she lost it. “My head swam with fury,” she wrote in Enter Talking. “I had no chance to get this job, had nothing to lose, and years of accumulated hurt exploded out of me and my voice trembled with rage. ‘In this room there is a cheap ugly little man sitting behind the telephone without the manners to get off and watch somebody who has been waiting five hours. And the other man, so superior, is saying, “We don’t have scripts.” Well, I am sorry! I didn’t know you didn’t use scripts. I guess I was too busy doing my rounds, trying to make a living as an actress, to know what you are doing in Chicago.’”

         She went on and on, “feeling light and alive with anger and recklessness, blasting them…and who the hell did they think they were, so arrogant. I was insane now, screaming, ‘I don’t care about you, don’t care about your goddamn show. You can go to hell’…I grabbed a glass ashtray and flung it, skidding it along the table onto the floor. Then, suddenly, I was empty. I said tiredly, ‘That’s what I think is happening in this room.’”

         The next day, Rivers and the William Morris agent were equally astonished to learn that Second City had chosen her for the available opening in the company. But instead of being overjoyed, Rivers found herself overcome with fear. When she arrived in Chicago, she checked into her hotel and then fell apart.

         “Only that night in Boston after the Show Bar had I ever cried like that—racking, heaving, convulsive sobs that went on and on till they hurt, and still I could not stop,” she recalled.

         She had spent so many years enduring constant rejection while continuing to insist, “I can do it!” And now, when someone finally told her, “Okay, do it,” her reaction was panic, as it had been so many years earlier when she was accepted for the Westport summer theater program and found herself too afraid to go.

         But this time, instead of running away from her dreams again, she pulled herself together, went to work, slowly made friends, and learned how to perform improvisational comedy—a discipline that taught her invaluable lessons which would influence her comedic style forever.

         “At Second City, we worked with the reality of the moment,” she explained. “In a play, if water starts dripping through the ceiling and hitting you on the head, you continue with Bernard Shaw. In real life you would stop what you are talking about and discuss the water and deal with it, and at Second City, whatever your partner did, you used it, responded to it, as you would in real life. That is one reason I talk to people in the audience—so I can work off them as a piece of reality, use them to trigger inspirations, make them into my Second City partner.”

         Among the most important things Rivers learned at Second City was that she hadn’t been wrong to trust her instincts instead of heeding the countless naysayers who told her to give up on her dreams. “I finally in Chicago came to believe, totally—for the first time in my life—that my personal, private sense of humor, my view of the world, could make smart adults laugh,” she said. “Those improvs washed away the scars of the Paar show and the awful times in front of terrible audiences…In Chicago I felt a comedy ego beginning to grow, which gave me the courage to begin tentatively looking into myself for comedy. Though I did not take my first toddler steps as a comic for another year, I was really born as a comedian at Second City. I owe it my career.”

         It was at Second City that Rivers began to develop the character of Rita, whom she described as a “man-hungry loser”—the desperate single girl persona that enabled her to explore many of the romantic, sexual, and marital subjects that would inform her work for decades to come.

         And yet even at Second City, Rivers never really fit in. Many of her fellow company members had emerged from the University of Chicago with a cerebral comedic style that was very different from her own. “They were always accusing me of going for laughs. ‘Too jokey, too jokey,’ they would say,” she reported. “The whole Second City intellectual snobbery made me furious—their contempt for comics in general, their scorn for me in particular because I had actually played strip joints.”

         But Rivers was growing stronger by the month—learning how to perform, paying her bills, making her way alone in a new city, coping with the vicissitudes of life without being constantly propped up by the ever-obliging Nick Clemente. When Christmas arrived, she was thrilled to be able to bring her family out to Chicago, treat them to dinner, take them to plays and the ballet, give them money to shop at the better stores, and even pay for their taxis.

         “Of course, there was a thread of triumph in my pleasure,” she admitted. “I enjoyed being in charge, proving, after all the battling about my career, that I was right and they were wrong. I loved playing the star in front of them, smiling with a becoming mix of pleasure and modesty when people in stores and on the street said, ‘You’re the girl from Second City, right? We enjoyed the show.’”

         When her family left Chicago, Rivers gave her mother some money. Despite years of strenuous opposition to Joan’s career, her mother’s farewell was more sharp-eyed showbiz critique than mushy maternal gratitude. Appraising her daughter’s face, Beatrice said coolly, “You’ve got to get your nose thinned. It doesn’t work onstage.”

         Buoyed by her success at Second City, Rivers finally decided to go back to New York, where she assumed she would move on to greater heights—but her return proved an unexpectedly humbling experience. In Manhattan, out-of-town credits were viewed as meaningless, and nobody seemed to care that she’d been a star in Chicago.

         And yet coming home to Larchmont was surprisingly pleasant, even though Rivers was nearing thirty. After a time away, she appreciated the rent-free security of her parents’ house. Now that her ambitions had been validated with some real-world confirmation of her ability, her relationship with her parents improved.

         The precise nature of that ability remained unclear, however; as usual, Rivers didn’t really seem to fit in anywhere. “I was stalled in New York because I still had no slot,” she said. “My act was too ordinary for a sophisticated nightclub, was not slick enough for the Copacabana, was not dirty enough for strip joints, and was not ethnic enough for the Catskills. I was not like the other girls developing comedy acts, because when Ruth Buzzi, Jo Anne Worley, and Joanne Barretta came onstage, audiences knew instinctively they were funny because they looked funny—Jo Anne Worley screaming with her boas…From the first second I came onstage, audiences were confused. They did not know what to expect from a girl wearing a little black dress and a string of pearls, looking ready not for comedy, but for a date with an aging preppy.”

         Rivers continued to believe that “the ones with talent always make it,” and that perseverance was the most crucial factor in propelling a fortunate few to the top. “To maintain success, stamina is more important than talent,” she said. “You have to be a marathon runner.”

         Rivers’s unrelenting efforts to improve her act made a big impression on her coworkers.

         During the 1960s, she sometimes opened for the cabaret singer Mabel Mercer, a headliner at Downstairs at the Upstairs, the ground floor room at the New York club Upstairs at the Downstairs. David Finkle, who wrote songs and later produced a revue for the club, was struck by Rivers’s unrelenting efforts to improve her act, and after she died he published some of his long-ago memories in a column that was headlined “What Joan Rivers Can Teach Us All About Work.”

         “She was industry armed with tape recorder,” recalled Finkle, who writes a column called “The Aisle Seat” for a website on arts and politics called The Clyde Fitch Report. “While onstage she was the yuk-machine dynamo we all know, she was nothing but single-minded determination off…She recorded every show she did. The implication was that she listened to every session. Working so tirelessly off the audience, she never knew when an ad-lib would be eminently worth saving. Not having it caught on tape would be criminal. She might forget it otherwise.”
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