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      Preface

      I was much helped in these memoirs by Gore Vidal and Francis Wyndham, who indeed have been beacons of light to me all the
         years I have known them. They read this book in manuscript and listened to my problems. They were important in encouraging
         me and catching some of the howlers that landed, willy-nilly, therein.
      

      I would like to thank Susan Stafford Doniger and Vikki Jacobs, to whom I read chapters in zygote form. Time after time it
         was only through their breathing presence in the room that I discovered what I was trying to say. My thanks also to Ellis
         Amburn, Jim Rooks, Ramon Arango, Roy Turner, Rhoda Huffey and Louisa Callery for reading the manuscript and for their suggestions.
      

      I am much indebted to my cousin Audrey Marcus, who shared valuable information with me about our family tree and our forebears.
         She is the daughter of my mother’s sister Anne. We have been in touch throughout this project and remain so. I also want to
         thank my cousin Margot Tulin, daughter of my mother’s sister Helen, who was also of help to me, as was my cousin Joan Slifka,
         daughter of my mother’s youngest sister Mildred. My special thanks to my niece Wendy Clarke.
      

      I have not followed up on the life of my younger sister, Betty, to whom I am especially grateful for her memorabilia of our childhood and all our subsequent conversations. Although she has
         been a force in my life and I love her, I feel she has her own story to tell in her own way.
      

      My special thanks go to my knowledgeable and prescient literary agent, Andrew Hewson, and to my fine editor, Lennie Goodings,
         as well as two other Virago editors, the painstaking Elise Dillsworth and the invaluable Andrew Wille.
      

   
      
      PART ONE

      
WAITING TO 
BE DISCOVERED


   
      
      1

      
      Childhood

      
      In the beginning, almost as far back as I can remember, every night I said my prayers in bed to my mother or my governess,
         whichever was at hand, as well as to God. I can still reel off by rote these prayers, which now seem to unroll before my eyes
         as if in Gothic script on finest vellum. They contained the ever-expanding list of people I was petitioning God to bless.
      

      
      ‘God Bless Mother, and Daddy,’ I began, and went on with, ‘God bless Shirley and Betty (my sisters), Mademoiselle (my French
         governess), Anna (Betty’s German Fräulein).’ Then came the three Marys: ‘And Mary the cook (Polish; dank black hair), Mary
         the waitress (Irish; fiery red hair), Mary the cleaner (nationality unknown; hair hidden under a bandanna).’ Then: ‘Jerry
         (our, chauffeur; Irish; whom I loved unconditionally).’ There were also a chambermaid and a laun-dress too vaguely noted to
         be entered in my supplications. On I trudged, with: ‘Grandma, Grandpa, all my aunts, all my uncles and all my cousins.’ Then
         came a continually changing rota of best friends to be blessed – or allowed to slip into oblivion – after which, thinking
         the job well done, I asked Him to bless me too.
      

      
      That pretty well pins down the economic background of my first eight years. We lived in a sunny many-roomed apartment in New York at 88 Central Park West overlooking Central Park at 69th
         Street. We – father Samuel Brimberg, mother Florence, daughters Shirley, Elaine and Betty, in order of appearance – were part
         of the Jewish new rich who in the twenties had staked out the concrete towers of Central Park West. In this respect we were
         very much like the rest of our cliff-dwelling neighbors. My sisters and I all went to the Ethical Culture School, two blocks
         down from us on Central Park, and were togged by Tots Toggery, Fifth Avenue’s most expensive children’s store.
      

      
      We went with our governesses and nannies and played in Central Park. We roller-skated and rolled hoops, and we skipped rope
         and bounced balls to a combination of numbers and nonsense rhymes. Everything we did we then did backwards. We skipped rope
         backwards, we roller-skated backwards, we hopscotched backwards, we played jacks backwards, picking up the jacks in reverse
         order in one of the ‘fancies’ we called ‘backies’.
      

      
      We got ourselves and our clothes covered with chalk from drawing hopscotch games on the sidewalks. We fed peanuts to the pigeons,
         who pecked them out of our hands, and we went to the Sheep’s Meadow to listen to the sheep baahing, gingerly stroking their
         noses while we fed them bits of bread. We went through an echoing Central Park tunnel, which always smelled of urine, to the
         merry-go-round. And once I caught the gold ring and had so many free rides that when I got off I was sick and dizzy and threw
         up.
      

      
      In the spring we looked for four-leaf clovers in the grass and wove the clover blossoms into wreaths and bracelets and necklaces.
         We would take them home and be saddened when two hours later they wilted and died.
      

      
      My memories of the twenties are scented with the clouds of Shalimar and L’Heure Bleu that I sprayed on myself from crystal
         cut-glass atomizers when dressing up in my mother’s beautiful Paris evening gowns, all embroidered beads and floating chiffon
         and so skillfully sewn, with little weights hidden in the skirts to make them hang just so that they even clung gracefully
         to my seven-year-old frame.
      

      
      One day stands out as the very distillation of twenties bliss. It was the day before my seventh birthday and we were at our summer home in Deal, New Jersey. I was lucky to be born in August, when
         all the children were on vacation and, like their elders, were in a permanent state of hectic partying. My parents’ friends,
         Cliff and Arlene Hollander, whom I adored, were our house guests, gaily joining my parents in rounds of such sports as horseback
         riding and playing tennis on our court.
      

      
      Significantly, in the twenties a new kind of heroine had emerged on stage, in the movies and in literature. The sweet but
         put-upon ‘ingénue’ was no longer a leading character of the drama; her place was now usurped by the peppy jazz baby, a winning
         combination of rebel, tomboy, hoyden, flirt and siren, in other words the ‘It’ girl personified by the stunning Clara Bow.
         For me, Arlene was a real-life Clara Bow. With bobbed red hair and cupid’s bow mouth, playful as a kitten and palpably in
         love, in her just-married happiness she bubbled over. Her stockbroker husband Cliff was a handsome Harold Lloyd type with
         the same tortoiseshell glasses that Lloyd had popularized. For my birthday they brought me a tin filled with a sort of caramel
         coffee candy from Holland that I had never eaten before. Candy from Holland from the Hollanders struck me as significantly
         ‘right’. I loved the little square pieces wrapped in white paper with a little round black seal proclaiming its name: Hopjes. The unwrapping of candy, like the opening of the shell of a pistachio nut, always increased my enjoyment of the meat therein
         by making me work for it.
      

      
      For lunch that day, aside from the Hollanders, we had another guest, a tall, stately young girl, Rita, who was about ten.
         When the corn-on-the-cob was passed around, instead of taking one off the platter she paused, looked at the corn, then at
         the table settings, and finally at my mother. She said in a daintily decorous voice, ‘Haven’t you forgotten something, Mrs
         Brimberg?’ ‘Have I? What?’ asked my mother with concern. ‘The corn-on-the-cob holders,’ Rita gently informed her. Heavens!
         Mother had not forgotten them. She didn’t have them. Had never even heard of them before.
      

      
      After Rita left we all played croquet on the lawn, imitating Rita’s etiquettey tones, laughing and calling to one another,
         ‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’ at each missed shot.
      

      
      Nevertheless, soon after that lunch, at mealtimes the serving platters of the hot sweet corn-on-the-cob appeared with beautifully
         carved little silver prongs stuck into both ends of the corn ears with sharp blades.
      

      
      In the beginning my life seemed to be divided equally between the things I got right and the things I got wrong.

      
      I recall the exact moments in childhood when I crossed the line between knowing and not knowing, when I saw myself doing something
         I had not been able to do before but would always be able to do from then on. For instance, I remember the very first words
         I correctly identified. I was in a room with some cousins and aunts and everyone was talking and I suddenly caught hold of,
         as if plucked from the air, the words ‘Elaine’, ‘ice cream’, ‘telephone’, and ‘radio’. And I knew what they meant and I knew
         I was right.
      

      
      When I was six my governess would talk to me in French, which I understood, but I always replied in English. Then one day
         in a hotel on Lack Placid she asked me where my red sweater was. I’d left it in the dining room downstairs and I answered
         without thinking, ‘Toute en bas.’ And I knew how to speak in French from then on. So I got that right.
      

      
      As a child I was in the grip of certain obsessions to which I joyfully surrendered with a particular sense of their rightness.
         I awoke every morning anticipating the part of the day in school when I would enter the Kingdom of Acrobats, the gym, wherein
         my body would daily perform those graceful acrobatics that were to me both thrilling challenges and deep sources of comfort.
      

      
      I looked forward to weekends because then I could practice for hours in our large living room. I got to know its oriental
         carpet intimately from the closeness of our association. Daily I memorized the carpet’s intricate patterns as its rough dry
         smell lingered in my nose from standing on my head or doing a cricket walk or chest roll on it. In my self-propelling mania,
         in my need to keep turning myself upside-down, it was my friend, my helper, my support.
      

      
      It was there, with blind ecstasy, that my body described rhythmic circle after circle in a series of linked cartwheels. Then
         I would turn cartwheels again but this time one-handed to make it more difficult. In rhythmic circles I would do handsprings and backbends,
         landing on my feet in one fluid motion.
      

      
      I have read somewhere that circles are signs of ‘God’s perfection’, but as a child I only knew that these circles were signs
         of my own perfection. I was born on a Tuesday and took very seriously the nursery rhyme that told us that Tuesday’s child
         was full of grace. I was determined to live up to it. In performing these acrobatics, form was everything. I knew that practice
         made perfect and I practiced until the desired grace I was striving for in these rhythmic rings became second nature. Toes
         must be pointed, legs straight, back arched or curved, arms supple. I slicked down my hair with water and pulled it back in
         a duck tail. Nothing must mar the streamline of my silhouette.
      

      
      At the beginning of our summer vacations, heralded by the arrival of dust sheets shrouding our furniture, I would start dreaming
         of summer houses where I would exchange my carpet for sweet-smelling, sloping lawns that I rolled down like an ocean wave
         rolling into the blazing ring of the sun.
      

      
      Swimming was another thing I got right. I remember the first time I knew I could swim. One day when I was five the instructor
         stood away from me, up to his shoulders in the water, and extending his arms said, ‘Swim to me.’ And I did. I was buoyant
         in the water. It was done. And never would it be undone.
      

      
      Diving off a ten-foot board was the ultimate sensation. I felt not passively but actively airborne. With a back dive, or a
         jack-knife, or a one-and-a-half but most of all with a swan dive I was not falling, I was flying; with perfect control I was
         defying gravity.
      

      
      In the beginning there was also a catalogue of things I got right by actually doing them wrong. At four years old I astonished
         my parents by my ability to read. I did this by noticing the specific patterns that letters made on the labels of victrola
         records, accurately selecting those I most wanted to hear by ‘reading’ the names of the songs and the singers on the labels.
      

      
      Right off I got arithmetic wrong. Specifically I was wrong about addition and multiplication. Having mastered the concept
         of one and one making two, it followed logically for me that two and two made three, and three and three four, and so on, to infinity. Similarly with multiplication: if one times one was one, two times
         two was two and so on. What were my first-grade schoolmates complaining of, I wondered? For a short time, arithmetic was easy.
      

      
      From early girlhood I was toilet-trained. Moving your bowels was called in those days ‘doing your duty’. Right after breakfast
         I was installed in my parents’ bathroom and my older sister in ours and duty must be done before school. With so much importance
         placed on my bowel movements I became fascinated, and would study my feces in the toilet bowl. Sometimes they looked like
         chocolate – were they good to eat? The idea that I could eat something that I alone could make pleased me. One day I tried.
         It tasted indescribably foul. It was sticky and clinging and hard to wash off my hands and my mouth. Although I still wondered
         that something I was congratulated on producing was in fact so nasty, the discovery caused me no trauma, nor was it a pivotal
         event in my life. It was just another thing I got wrong.
      

      
      Well, I got life all wrong. I understood that the progression of life went as follows: when you grow up, you marry, have children
         and die. However I took exception to the grimness of this path laid out before me, and I was determined to stop the whole
         process by simply not growing up, not marrying and not having children. Then I would not die. I was confident I could accomplish
         this simply by refusing to accept numerical changes to my age after my twelfth birthday. I had two strong models. The first
         was Peter Pan, who stayed young forever and had a lot to say about this ideal state of affairs. The other was Alice, who although
         she didn’t talk about it was always there before me seven years old, as in the Tenniel drawings. True, she grew taller and
         smaller depending on what she drank or which side of the mushroom she ate, but she never grew older.
      

      
      When by any laws of rationality I would have been expected to drop this notion, something in me was still sure I could stop
         aging and avoid dying. Up to the very last moment I believed this could be avoided. It couldn’t. The reckoning took place
         at a summer camp in Maine where I cried all night before my thirteenth birthday. I had failed to stay twelve forever and now
         saw only death ahead.
      

      
      All my life I’ve been in conflict with the received wisdom of what I should be doing at what age. I’ve never really been the right age for what I’ve been doing. At fifteen I was too young to
         be going to nightclubs yet I went to them all the time. Undoubtedly I am too old for the lightning speed with which I throw
         myself at every new enthusiasm. I suppose I am too old to delight in the schoolgirl crushes I still get. I have not so much
         been marching to a different drum as listening to a different timepiece.
      

      
      It was August 2, 1929, and we were back in Deal, New Jersey. Early that morning the chauffeur was driving my sister Shirley,
         our governess and me down Ocean Avenue, a wide road paved with shiny rose-colored bricks. We were going to the beach for a
         morning swim before my eighth birthday party. I was happy and excited even though the sun was in and out. When I saw Ann,
         who was my best friend that summer, standing in the dunes across the road I begged my governess to let us stop the car.
      

      
      She gave me permission because it was a special day. I had been sitting on one of the jump seats and I banged on the glass
         for the chauffeur to pull up, and when he did so I skipped right out of the car. Instead of waiting for my governess to take
         me across the road I sprinted across on my own.
      

      
      The sun had gone in again. The sky was overcast. Now the other side of the road seemed far away. I was wearing my white summer
         sandals, which didn’t have rubber soles, and the shiny brick road felt slippery under my feet. I slowed down to a walk. The
         road seemed to rise in the middle and I had to get over the hump to reach the other side. The road was empty when I started
         across it, but as I reached the middle I saw a car coming towards me. Then it was almost on top of me. I stepped forward and
         put out my hands to stop it. But the car kept coming. It braked too late and caught me, flinging me down hard on my left side.
         The impact opened a deep gash on my forehead and dislocated my jaw, and my arms and legs were badly scraped and bleeding.
         It was curious that although I saw that I had been badly hurt, I was not in pain. With perfect awareness I watched as someone
         picked me up and put me on the couch in the living room of the friends of our parents who lived nearby.
      

      
      Nor in the hospital did I feel any pain. What I did react to was my mother’s wild, disordered appearance at my hospital bed.
         She was still in her nightgown and negligee, her stockings half on, her hair uncombed. She was a frightening sight and she
         carried on in a way that made me frightened too. For the first time that morning I began to cry. Up to that point I had been
         gloriously brave, basking in the admiration of the doctor and the nurses, holding them spellbound with my account of the event
         and ending with a jaunty ‘So I tried to stop the car and the car stopped me.’ Now I was made to feel the enormity of what
         had happened and the trouble I’d caused. I had expected my mother to hug me with joy and relief, and here she was, just upset.
         The doctor had already dressed my wounds and sewn up the gash on my forehead, and he assured my mother that I was all right,
         ready to go home after he had given me the first in a series of tetanus shots to guard against infection.
      

      
      Eventually they took me back and put me to bed. They gave the birthday party anyway. Shirley hid from Daddy when he came home
         because she knew he would blame her for not stopping me from crossing the road. I do not remember my father hugging me with
         love or relief either. It had, after all, been my fault. Still, I was in good spirits another day when the doctor came to
         take the stitches out of my head. He gave me a mirror so that I could watch him carefully cut the big black stitches made
         of horse hair.
      

      
      In spite of the unfortunate timing of the accident on my birthday, I do not believe this would have so entirely changed my
         character had it not been for what happened in its wake. I turned out to be that onein-ten person who was allergic to tetanus
         shots. I developed a severe case of what was then called ‘serum sickness’ and lay seriously ill with a high fever for weeks.
      

      
      I was moved to a room away from the rest of the family, where I would be free from disturbance, and in the long convalescence,
         I developed a taste for solitude and a taste for reading. It was at this point that I met Garbo. She wouldn’t talk to other
         people. She wanted to be alone. But as my imaginary companion she would talk to me.
      

      
      Years later, at the Museum of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Library in Los Angeles, I sat down at a microfilm machine and
         looked long at the August 1929 Photoplay cover of Garbo and recalled how I used to draw her, endlessly trying to capture her beauty, sometimes just to keep her there
         with me. Pensive and unselfconscious, her face insisted that each feature be adored separately. The serene brow, the high
         arched eyebrows under which the eyelids so faultlessly duplicated the curve above them – it was as if they were deliberately
         molded by a master sculptor. Together they formed an exquisite setting for the large deep-set eyes.
      

      
      ‘The Garbo hair cut’, said Photoplay, ‘needs no introduction. It has spread like wildfire through every city and town.’ In fact she wore her hair straight back,
         swooping smoothly like a dark wing covering no part of her beautiful face and fully exposing her perfect winged ears.
      

      
      I gave in to the impulse that made me whisper, ‘I love you,’ to the image on the machine, knowing I had whispered this to
         her before.
      

      
      In that summer of 1929, as I recovered I was allowed to go down to the beach. It was cold now, and I wore a sweater. Instead
         of swimming I walked away from all the people to where it got lonely. I strolled along the ocean’s foaming edge, barefoot,
         letting waves of aloneness crash over me like ocean breakers. It felt like drowning, walking on the beach. Then, one afternoon,
         my imaginary Garbo came and walked beside me, and she walked with me on the beach for the rest of the summer. It made me so
         happy, knowing that she wouldn’t talk to anyone else and wanted to be alone but that she would talk to me and be my friend.
         It made me feel grand. No other word for it. Being with her was just grand – that wonderful word we used, like the early Hemingway
         heroes and heroines, to express supreme and surpassing pleasure.
      

      
      The main thing about our friendship was that it felt like she had discovered me. It is, I see, to Photoplay that I owe a lifetime of confidence that I, like all the Photoplay movie stars, will be discovered. When good fortune favors me I still feel that it’s because I’ve been discovered.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Family

      
      My sisters and I grew up in the great American tradition that decrees wealth, luxury and opportunity be counter-balanced by
         fear, unhappiness and repression. I was in turns agonized and ecstatic.
      

      
      One evening in 1929 – about three months after my car accident – I was playing with a model theatre in the living room when
         Daddy came home and sat down in his armchair. He was carrying, as always, his newspapers, but he let them fall to the floor.
         Suddenly he began crying with loud racking sobs. He looked so sad that I knew I must cheer him up. I ran towards him and jumped
         onto his lap, but he pushed me away. I stumbled to my feet and tried to sit on his lap again. This time he put me down and
         held me and began slapping my face. I tried to wiggle free but he pulled me back and kept hitting me, and all the time he
         was shouting. My toy theatre got in his way and he destroyed it; the room was in an uproar. Shirley had begun to scream too
         and he was slapping her as well.
      

      
      Somehow we escaped to the nursery. We decided to run away. We took pillow cases and stuffed them with things we would need,
         and when we thought everyone was asleep we headed for the front door. We had gotten as far as the vestibule and were waiting for the elevator when he yanked us back and began to hit us again.
      

      
      And my mother – where was she when this was happening to us? Why didn’t she stop him? What had we done that she wouldn’t protect
         us that evening in October that we were to learn soon afterwards was the day the stock market crashed?
      

      
      It was all about money, of course. The mighty fortress that was our wealth had crumbled as if made of cardboard. Bridges had
         been flung across its moat, hooking into the no-longer solid concrete walls, and over them charged the invading armies, those
         ugly realities, wreaking havoc on every member of the household.
      

      
      The family withdrew to the sticks: Great Neck, Long Island. But only three years later, having left the rag trade Daddy made
         a comeback as president of Universal Steel Equipment. We returned to New York City, and this time we lived on Park Avenue.
      

      
      It seemed to me that only after the Crash did we become a dys-functional family – a phrase that covers rather than exposes
         what was going on, just as describing my father in the current term as a rage-aholic covers but does not expose him.
      

      
      I loved school, but coming home every afternoon was like returning to a prison where my father was the warden, we sisters
         the inmates and my mother the snitch. It seemed to me that, in order to stay on my father’s right side, she would wring out
         of me confessions of wrong-doing – I was far from a model child – and then feed the information to him, whereupon I would
         either be yelled at or slapped.
      

      
      Daddy was a hard-working businessman. Every night, at the dinner table, fueled by a couple of Scotches before and beer throughout
         the meal, he would go over his day and everything that had annoyed him during it, working himself into a towering rage that
         fed upon itself with increasing force as he vented his resentments against his business associates. Later on would come his
         complaints about us.
      

      
      What started with grumblings and complaints gained force as he veered into sarcasm and sneers and rose to rantings and ravings
         and shouts. Throughout the meal the maid came into the dining room, served us, went out and in again several times, but never
         for a moment did this cause my father to break his stride. In the first stage his anger seemed to loosen his face as if to clear the way for the frenzy that would fill it. Then, thrusting his head forward, his
         expression hardened with purpose as his escalating rage seemed to bring him nearer his goal of justified mayhem. The eyes
         that stared out at us were not those of an animal but of a merciless human being. What I felt was not the fear caused by seeing
         a person spin out of control as a result of some physical ailment. My father was mercilessly in control and therefore far
         more frightening.
      

      
      Nightly I sat through these dinners vigilant in dread, knowing that any one of us could cause the fury to turn on her, repeating
         to myself over and over again, ‘Don’t scream, dream,’ as I peopled my dreams in Elsewhere. His constant warning – ‘Don’t provoke
         me’ – neatly let him off the hook. It was all our fault.
      

      
      I ate very little during those meals, while Daddy, having exhausted his business recriminations, would bring it all back home
         by shoving his plate away and saying, ‘I’m being poisoned.’
      

      
      Every night, all through my teens, I nurtured fantasies of killing him and thus releasing us all from his bondage. Actually
         putting real poison in his food was the plan I favored.
      

      
      I have an early memory of my mother, in her dressing gown on her silken chaise longue, drawing Shirley and me to her and saying,
         ‘Shall I divorce Daddy?’ and us begging, ‘Oh yes. Oh please, please, please.’ But nothing came of it.
      

      
      Still earlier is my memory of my mother’s birthday the year of the Crash. I had gone shopping with my governess at a Fifth
         Avenue shoe store to buy her a present of bedroom slippers. I was shown some beautiful gold kid mules with gold kid rosettes
         and knew at once that I must buy them for her. Her auburn hair was no longer carefully groomed and frown lines had appeared
         between her eyes, and she had taken to wearing the same blue suit day after day. I desperately needed back the mother of the
         safe, rich, carefree days when, as I insisted to myself, all was love and harmony. I was sure my gift of the golden slippers
         would restore her to me as she was then.
      

      
      My governess objected; they were far too expensive. So we also selected some less expensive ones of blue brocade to take with
         us so that Mother could choose between them. The outcome was that Mother, seeing how much the gold slippers meant to me, kept them.
         And this is curious: not only did she keep them, but she wore them for years and years.
      

      
      Mother presented a puzzle to me, because there was so much to love about her. To begin with, she was so pretty. She came from
         a happy family, one that was coming up in the world. There were four girls, of which my mother, Florence, was the eldest.
         Her father doted on his children and they in turn adored him. For Mother’s sixteenth birthday, in 1912, he gave her an early
         model Ford car and she took her friends riding every Sunday.
      

      
      My grandfather, Heyman Rosenberg, HR as he was known, arrived in America a poor immigrant from Latvia and became just the
         sort of success story the country loves best. A turn-of-the-century inventor, he invented a self-tapping screw known by his
         company’s name, the Parker Kalon screw.
      

      
      It was awesome growing up with a genius in my backyard. Geniuses come in all sizes, all shapes, all backgrounds and in all
         areas. Grandpa’s character was as unlike that of the Einstein-type genius – sockless-and-tennis shoed, straggling hair and
         baggy trousers – as it was of the Tennessee Williams type of genius – unhappy, neurasthenic, haunted by demons.
      

      
      When I conjure up a picture of Grandpa I see a short, rosy-complexioned man, ramrod straight, with even features and a brief
         bristly mustache. He was always correctly dressed – not a dandy, closer to dapper. I never saw him in casual clothes. In my
         mind he is never alone but surrounded by his ever-burgeoning family. Always he carries about him an air of benevolent dignity.
         If I had to sum him up in a word it would be ‘amiable’.
      

      
      The last half of the nineteenth century had produced a new breed of man: the industrial inventor whose far-seeing vision of
         the applications of his innovations turns him into a millionaire entrepreneur and a source of unlimited power. In short, a
         man who like Ford or Edison had the vision to make vast personal profits and at the same time benefit mankind and change life
         forever.
      

      
      HR owed his success to more than amiability, yet I believe the genial genes he seemed to possess in abundance played a significant part in his achievements. His quiet confidence also contributed.
         When HR was praised for his inventions, one of which was literally revolutionary in its field, his answer was always the same:
         ‘A practical invention by a practical man.’ Still I wonder if his inventions might not have come to fruition so easily had
         not his easy-going manner with his workers made them eager to work in the pleasant, relaxed atmosphere of his plant.
      

      
      He was born March 15, 1874 in Latvia, then annexed to Russia, in the village of Dunaberg near the German border. His father,
         Morris, was a coppersmith, and it was in his shop that from an early age my grandfather came in direct contact with expert
         coppersmiths whom he watched constructing large copper vats for breweries. By the age of ten he was traveling with his father,
         helping him make copper installations in breweries and factories. His exceptional ability to work with every kind of metal
         fabrication was rapidly recognized.
      

      
      By 1891, when he was seventeen, he was well enough established as a sheet metal worker to marry my grandmother, Jennie Rousseman,
         a beautiful but poor young girl of fifteen who made paper flowers and sold them on the streets. It was a love match, though
         at first the rabbi refused to marry them because Jennie had an older unmarried sister. Under pressure he soon acquiesced.
      

      
      In 1893 my grandfather became part of the great wave of Eastern European immigrants who arrived in America to escape poverty
         and pogroms. His story continued in Curry’s Sheet Metal Works in Lower Manhattan in 1894. He could hardly speak English when
         he got the job, so Curry had to point at various items and ask Grandpa if he could make them. Quickly, however, Curry realized
         that this young immigrant was someone unique, someone he could send out to fix the worst smoking chimneys and leaking boilers,
         someone who saved Curry money with various inventions, such as a form of copper tubing that was made better, cheaper and faster
         than any other.
      

      
      Within a year Grandpa was able to bring my grandmother Jennie over to join him, making his ambition keener. On May 1, 1896
         she gave birth to my mother, Florence. No one was more aware of his own worth than Grandpa. The changes in his private life requiring changes in his income and status, he told Curry he was leaving
         to start his own business. Curry countered by making him his partner. It had taken just three years for HR to become a full
         partner in a growing concern.
      

      
      In 1900 HR went on to form a partnership with a Dr Parker. The Parker Sheet Metal Works specialized in warm-air heating and
         ventilation systems, and they prospered, with 500 men working all over New York. The New York Public Library was one of the
         first buildings to use HR’s air duct systems, followed by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Flat Iron Building, the Woolworth
         Building and many of New York’s public schools. In 1912 the company was also installing air-cooling systems that reduced temperature
         to ten below zero using ammonia chemicals, the same used now for air-conditioning.
      

      
      The Parker Sheet Metal Works was doing fine except for a serious problem that arose with increasing frequency. HR’s employers
         complained that the screws used in the nuts and bolts – the only ones on the market – kept coming loose and falling out. Good
         workmen never quarrel with their tools, it is said, but HR did. And with his native know-how and can-do, helped along by what
         Henry James has called the ‘stiff American breeze of example and opportunity’, he discarded the quarrelsome old tools and
         set about inventing new ones that were to be spectacularly able to do his bidding.
      

      
      Screws had not kept up with the new inventions. As late as the mid-nineteenth century they were still made without sharp points
         at the end. Surprisingly, there had been no advance in their design since the Middle Ages. Why, thought HR, could two metal
         strips not be joined together like nails joining pieces of wood? He began experimenting and finally invented a metal screw
         with hardened threads capable of cutting their own way through sheet metal, thereby fastening two strips together while being
         driven. By 1913 he had placed on the market a ‘Type A Case-Hardened Process’, which immediately became the standard component
         throughout the sheet metal industry. A job that previously required two men now, with this revolutionary screw, needed only
         one.
      

      
      HR also invented and installed the machinery for the mechanical assembly line necessary for producing his screws. ‘What used to take two months, we did in a week,’ says HR. ‘We changed the
         whole way of making screws. We could make one hundred and fifty in a minute. I made up my mind that everyone in the trade
         would want to use everything we made.’
      

      
      His Parker Kalon self-threading (alternatively called ‘self-tapping’) screws became known around the world. The name was derived
         from Parker, Grandpa’s partner and backer, and ‘Kalon’, which was the key word; the Greek for quality. Said HR: ‘We were always
         known and admired for our original way of doing things.’
      

      
      In May 1930 Grandpa was made a member of the renowned Franklin Institute in Philadelphia, then the leading scientific society
         in the United States. In accepting this honor he shared the podium with other distinguished men of science, including the
         chief engineer of the Panama Canal.
      

      
      For every invention of Edison and Ford, Grandpa’s screws would fasten them together; the same with airplanes, radios, toasters,
         television sets, refrigerators, air-conditioners. ‘There isn’t anything that’s coming up in the future,’ he once said, ‘that
         isn’t using our screws.’
      

      
      Lucky HR. His work was his play, always urging him on to concoct games with his peers to prove a point. It was as if in this
         way he kept everything fresh, fun, and challenging. For him the inventor’s life was a singularly happy one in that so many
         of his efforts were replete with the kind of fulfillment every artist most desires: instant recognition.
      

      
      Perhaps recognition would never be so instant or so gratifying as the telegram he received on May 22, 1927, after Charles
         Lindbergh’s Spirit of St Louis had landed in Paris the day before: ‘Parker Kalon drive screws were used on Captain Lindbergh’s engine in his historic flight
         and are used on all other Wright Whirlwind engines. (Signed) Wright Aeronautical Corporation.’ In 1942 another cable must
         have gratified him too: ‘10 North American B-25s flew 2,000 miles across the Pacific from Australia to the Philippines and
         blasted Japanese invaders night of April 13. Docks were wrecked ships were sunk airfields and grounded craft destroyed. Flight
         Leader General Royce and Lt. Col. Davies were cited quote for heroism and extraordinary achievement unquote. Your workmanship
         helped get them there and bring them back. We recognize that fact and know you join us in pride in their accomplishment. (Signed) Lovett Assistant Secretary of
         War for Air, dated April 16, 1942.’
      

      
      But it was in 1938 that Grandpa’s most showy feat took place. He actually saved the Statue of Liberty’s life. It was his Parker
         Kalon screws – all 64,000 of them – that alone came to her rescue. But for Grandpa, America’s most instantly recognizable,
         most highly visible, most deeply symbolic landmark would have crumbled, had Grandpa’s wonderfully clever Parker Kalon screws
         not fit into every nook and cranny of her body in the renovation from top to toe of Liberty’s aging Grecian drapes.
      

      
      In the early years of the century Mother, having graduated from a teachers’ college connected with Hunter College, had started
         her own nursery school, one of the first of its kind. In 1918 she left it to marry Daddy, at thirty-five already a millionaire
         who drove a dashing Stutz Bearcat. She was cultured and cultivated, with a lovely speaking voice, and she was an avid reader
         of French literature, which she read in the original, slicing the pages of the books with her paper knife. She loved opera
         and later in life would attend dress rehearsals at the Metropolitan Opera House of productions that she would later see again
         on opening night.
      

      
      She was an expert needlewoman, who developed her tapestry work to the point of artistry. She loved clothes and perfume, and
         her fascination with jewelry was almost child-like. She was infatuated by it, bewitched by it, and adored the rituals of owning
         it: purchasing, insuring, putting it in a vault, taking it out. She kept a drawer full in her bedroom bureau, and I played
         with it as a child. As the years went by she built a collection of costume jewelry mixed with real stones, pieces remarkable
         for their boldness and originality. For her the answer was ever in the baroque.
      

      
      Mother was unfailingly courteous and considerate of the people in her employment. In fact, she was kind and generous to everyone.
         Even if she was not demonstrative, I knew that she loved me. But I couldn’t trust her – she was his accomplice.
      

      
      There were two particular incidents with my father that are significant because I was no longer a child when they happened.
         I was seventeen years old, a senior in high school, when one evening at dinner Daddy made one of his sneering sarcastic remarks
         to me. This time I answered back and the whole thing escalated into a major confrontation. ‘You’d like to kill me, wouldn’t
         you?’ I said, grabbing a knife. ‘Just try,’ I said. ‘Come on, try,’ I’m going to do it, I thought. I’m going to do it and
         it will be self-defense. He started to come towards me. My anger melted into fear and ran down my legs like ice water. I dropped
         the knife and began to run, tearing down fourteen flights of stairs in our Park Avenue apartment building with him following
         me some of the way until I no longer heard his footsteps. I walked the streets for hours.
      

      
      When I returned, around midnight, my mother was waiting up for me. I said, ‘I’m going to tell my teachers about this.’ And
         she said (and I have never forgotten her words), ‘Oh, please don’t, Elaine. It would embarrass me so.’ I didn’t.
      

      
      So three years later, when I was twenty and a junior in college, the same damn scene happened again, this time in Scarsdale,
         most respectable of all the respectable suburbs in Westchester. We had taken a house there that summer and were a mere week
         away from Shirley’s wedding to Bert Clarke, an attractive man in every way and also Jewish. But I had noticed the storm brewing.
         In some Freudian way, certain landmarks in Shirley’s progress to adulthood and autonomy, such as her purchase of a car and,
         now, getting married, played hell with Daddy’s psyche. Again at the dinner table, I watched his fury mounting. I saw him looking
         around for a target and knew it would be me. He accused me of showing more courtesy to the servant waiting on us than I did
         to him. Whatever my reply, it enraged him. He started to come at me. I ran out of the house and into the street, Daddy followed
         and Mother after him. Shirley jumped into her car, caught up with me, and flung open the door. I climbed in just as Daddy
         arrived. He was shouting at us, at which point an irate neighbor ran down his pathway telling us if we didn’t leave immediately
         he would send for the police.
      

      
      There were such oddities in my upbringing. My father never called me by my name. I was ‘you’ when he was talking to me and
         ‘she’ when he was talking about me in my presence to a third person. Sitting down and talking things over quietly and calmly
         was never an option. But nothing was ever said by anyone to him about his eruptions. They were never referred to.
      

      
      Both my mother and father were active in Jewish charities as befitted their economic and social position in New York Jewish
         society. My father, as well as contributing money to these causes, was a masterful fundraiser, and he occupied key positions
         in many philanthropic organizations. He was a founder of the Albert Einstein College of Medicine of Yeshiva University, a
         director of the Hebrew Home for the Aged, a trustee of the Jewish Culture Foundation of New York University, and a benefactor
         of Brandeis, the Jewish Guild for the Blind and the Federation of Jewish Philanthropies.
      

      
      His was also an immigrant’s success story of which, given our antagonistic relationship, I was only sketchily aware. From
         the Brimberg Society Papers and my father’s obituary in the New York Times on June 12, 1963 I have assembled the following facts:
      

      
      Samuel Nathaniel Brimberg was born in 1884 in Warsaw. He came first to Canada with his parents, three brothers and three sisters.
         When they moved to New York in 1901 my father, aged seventeen, became their principal source of support. His first job was
         selling gaslight fixtures. In 1912 he founded a clothing manufacturing company in New York. During the First World War his
         company made blankets for the army, and afterwards he established Samuel N. Brimberg Inc., a manufacturer of ladies’ and misses’
         suits and coats. He was appointed a director of the National Wholesale Women’s Wear Association and of the Merchants Ladies
         Garment Association. He was a member of the American Arbitration Association. In 1934 he bought the major interest in Universal
         Steel Equipment Corporation, a manufacturer of metal and steel products, and was its president until he retired in 1958 at
         seventy-three. During the Second World War Universal received numerous citations from the US government for its contributions
         for the war effort. From the early 1920s until 1953 he was also a director of my grandfather’s Parker Kalon Corporation.
      

      
      Here is Sam Brimberg, successful businessman, active philanthropist and popular raconteur of locker room jokes at his golf
         club, but a tyrant in his home and a damaging, destructive father.
      

      
      *

      
      Some emotions never grow up; it always seems to be the same day with them. Many years later, aged sixty-five and in a blue
         funk, I had just hung up on my mother after telling her to leave me alone. She was old now, and for all the years since my
         father’s death had been truly generous and supportive of me. Yet I was never able to spend an extended period of time with
         her; I would shorten my visits in order to escape before my feelings overtook me and I was back at that family dinner table
         where we forever sat together.
      

      
      In a letter I apologized for my rudeness and then for the first time I confronted the issue straight on. I wrote that when
         I had these depressions I blamed them on the deep unhappiness I experienced throughout my growing up as a result of my real
         terror of Daddy and my not being able to stand up to him. ‘It is then,’ I continued, ‘that the blame spills over on you because
         you allowed that frightening situation to continue … I know that you must have had many reasons for allowing everything to
         go on that went on, but I hope you will understand that when you rang me just now and kept asking me if everything was all
         right, I simply could not control myself any longer … I hope you will forgive my outburst, understand it, and wish me well.’
         I signed it ‘Yours for a happier future’.
      

      
      She replied.

      
      
         I do understand only too well that you are suffering. And I want you to understand that anything I can do to make you happy
            just ask. But for your deep hurt I am helpless.
         

         Only when Sam told me about his father did I understand his childhood and have any sympathy for him. As a young boy he was sent away to a distant town to
            a strange relative who knew nothing of his parents and whom he was to ask to give him a job. In fact his father just threw
            him out of his home to look for a job elsewhere. He found one in a shop that sold fabrics and he made himself so useful he
            stayed on for a while until his father called him back home to leave for Canada with the family which he did.
         

         In New York the family had relatives who found work for Sam. His father spent his days praying in the synagogue and the sons
            worked.
         

         I assure you Sam’s early life with his family consisted only in working hard at whatever he could to support them and saving
            money so he could go on to other work. He did this by opening a savings account in a nearby bank. One evening Sam’s passbook
            fell out of his pocket and his father found it and realized his son was not turning in all his money to him. Again he threw
            him out of the house. Sam would laugh when he told me these stories but I assure you they left a bitter mark.
         

         Nevertheless his parents lived to have a nice home and to have every wish or desire answered. Mainly through his contribution
            they had a home in Brooklyn, money to distribute to the poor and the synagogue.
         

         Life went on pleasantly at the beginning when we were first married but became very difficult when things went wrong, and
            they did – business, the Crash, etc. I suddenly realized I could not cope. I spoke to my mother about leaving Sam. She told
            me to be patient, that Sam was having problems in business, that he was kind when things went well. I realized I had no place
            to go and that I would make the best of a bad situation. So there were good times and bad times.
         

         You say you were never able to stand up to Sam, well I too never stood up to him, except I understood him only too well and
            I tried never to antagonize him, even at first not having the doctor come to the house when he didn’t want me to when he was
            dying. However finally I did have the doctor …
         

         I hope you can read this letter, the writing is so bad. I tried to type it but I have forgotten how.

         I will send the letter hoping you will understand and that you will know that I will help you just tell me how.

         PS Have not reread this too difficult for my eyes.

      

      
      Mother was ninety-one years old at the time.

      
      When we lived in Great Neck after the Crash I remember Daddy leaving the house every morning for months, going to the city
         looking for a business he could set up or join, and coming back every night empty-handed. And then one evening he showed us a new invention: a tube of toothpaste designed so that the flat top of its
         cap was broad enough to stand the tube on its end. It saved space that way, he said, it’s for people now living crowded together
         in smaller areas. He asked me if I thought he should invest in it. I don’t know what I said, but I thought it was a dumb idea.
         But in another instant it hit me, his blood talking to mine, and I understood that he was desperate. And I felt such a rush
         of pity for the man and the starkness of his situation that it knocked the breath out of me. It was unbearable. It was easier
         hating him.
      

   
      
      3

      
      The Brimberg Girls Go to Lincoln

      
      Still, my schooldays were not of unleavened gloom.
      

      
      We left Great Neck in the school year of 1935–36 and moved back to New York, living at 1185 Park Avenue. My sisters and I,
         famous as ‘the Brimberg Girls’, rode on the regular Fifth Avenue bus to and from the famous progressive school, Lincoln. Although
         it was situated on the cutting edge of Harlem, at 123rd Street and Morningside Drive, and we had to walk several blocks to
         get there, we did so in perfect safety. Such things were possible in the thirties.
      

      
      Shirley was sixteen, I was fourteen and Betty was eleven. By descending together, several weeks after the term started, we
         caught the attention of a school whose students had attended it for years. We, from the sticks, were perceived as exotic.
         They were used to the pupils who came from China, and Switzerland – such places where Americans were doing good solid progressive
         work, but to come from nearby but so-different Great Neck? I think we were a first. We were good-looking, energetic, playful,
         a fresh breeze. We created a stir that would not have been possible had we arrived singly. I was lucky in my sisters. They
         saved my life. Though we all held our own views, had different interests and goals, I felt we were bonded by a mutual love, loyalty and support of each other. For myself, I simply
         could not afford to indulge in the banality of sibling rivalry. There was too much at stake.
      

      
      Turning the pages of my Lincoln yearbooks from ’36 to ’39 and reading what my schoolmates wrote forms a picture of how we
         were regarded as a single entity. Dotted throughout the albums are comments such as: ‘To one of those great Brimbergs’, ‘Hello
         you brat. Live up to your namesake’, ‘I’ll sign anything for a Brimberg’. Far from feeling overshadowed or lacking a separate
         identity, I was perfectly happy to share the spotlight with my sisters. I took great pride in them and constantly referred
         to them in conversation: ‘Shirley told me this’ or ‘Betty thinks that’.
      

      
      The day before we started school Shirley gave me some advice: ‘First impressions are very important, so look your best the
         first couple of weeks. After that you can relax because they’ll always remember how you looked when they first saw you.’
      

      
      That night I washed my hair and put it up in pin curls and next morning combed it out in one of the new styles then favored
         by singers in swing bands, which at the time I aspired to be: curly bangs, sides up and held in place with little combs, coiffure
         ending in a collar-length pageboy. I wore my new moss green knit dress, which subtly outlined my figure, and off we went.
      

      
      What I took to be admiration causing my classmates to look at me and look again turned out to be something different. Finally
         one of them came right out and asked me if I knew I still had the price tag on my belt. I said, no, it wasn’t a price tag,
         it was my locker key tab, in case I forgot my locker number. I mark this as the first time I became conscious of there being
         something askew, something amiss, in the way I assembled myself to greet the world. So it would be for the rest of my life.
         On various important occasions I seemed destined to appear with an unzipped skirt, or a falling down hem, or rolled-up sleeves
         held in place with safety pins. I have never seen a button on the floor without checking to see if it was mine.
      

      
      In the beginning Lincoln was just another school. Though I had done well scholastically at Great Neck Junior High, I had no
         great love of school nor any wish to involve myself in its activities. Why bother when my one goal in life – besides that of being
         the star attraction of a big band – was to wear red lipstick and a red dress and be seen with a handsome and popular boy who
         was passionately and publicly in love with me?
      

      
      Yet my first act at Lincoln indicated how much I did need to involve myself in school. I started a sorority, of the social
         kind they had at Great Neck High (although I had never been a member there). I invited a handful of my classmates, some four
         or five girls that I liked best, to join, and explained that its aim would be to cement our friendship with each other and
         to have fun.
      

      
      The girls were agreeable and in prearranged bizarre costumes we arrived at school on a Thursday morning. We lasted all of
         two classes. At the end of the second I was sent to the principal, a mild-mannered gentleman called Dr Clark. What, he mildly
         wanted to know, was the reason for the strange costumes that I and several of my classmates were wearing? I explained that
         we were a sorority.
      

      
      ‘We don’t have these things at Lincoln,’ he replied, not at all mildly. ‘We don’t form cliques so that others feel excluded.’
         And he gave me a look that was both sad and puzzled at the extent of my snobbery. At first it surprised me and then it made
         me go all hot.
      

      
      What he didn’t know was that I had not gotten into the sorority in Great Neck because, I was told, I was Jewish. It was as
         if there was a placard where they met saying: No Jews allowed. I had found social anti-semitism coming up often in Great Neck,
         as when a friend told me that I had not been invited to two birthday parties because I was Jewish. These shafts were two among
         others that had caused me much hurt and anger in the past. And now I sat in Dr Clark’s office realizing that my whole point
         in forming a sorority was to create one as snobbish and exclusionary as those in Great Neck. Except that I would be in it.
      

      
      It was my first lesson that ‘progressive’ did not necessarily mean ‘permissive’.

      
      It was no accident that when Lincoln opened its doors in 1920 so many other institutions in the new spirit of the twenties
         were undergoing reassessment. Propelled by its crusading spirit and held together by its strong intellectual sinews at the time I entered it, Lincoln had become prominent for its innovative approaches to
         learning.
      

      
      The key word of the thirties was ‘progress’. We believed in progress. We were sure it would work. Labeling anything, any movement,
         school or person ‘progressive’ automatically gave anything it referred to a splendid luster.
      

      
      Of the experimental schools at the time, the eyes of progressive education were upon Lincoln. Student teachers from all over
         filed through our classes, ‘observing’ us. We saw ourselves as elite guinea pigs and we loved it. From time to time we would
         be given ‘personality tests’ designed to discover with multiple-choice questions just what sort of individuals we were. I
         saw these tests as a challenge to my creativity, designing my answers to present myself in one as a Social Butterfly, in another
         a Greasy Grind, then a Hot-Eyed Rebel. I posed in one as having a social conscience and caring for the world, in another as
         selfish and caring only for myself. Once I was an introvert, next an extrovert. There were, after all, so many people inside
         me. We were told that students of Dartington Hall, a progressive school in England, were also taking these tests and I used
         to wonder if some girl over there, the same age as me, was lying her head off too.
      

      
      The Rockefellers were among patrons who donated huge sums of money and their children to the school. Adventurous oil-rich
         multi-millionaires sent their children and grandchildren there. It was favored by members of the intelligentsia with names
         such as Van Doren and Fadiman, and by famous figures of Roosevelt’s Brain Trust such as Tugwell, Hapgood and Davis. Professors
         from Columbia sent their children there, as did American diplomats abroad and League of Nations officials.
      

      
      Lincoln encouraged independence of thought and action, and showed us how to find information when we needed it, so I was learning
         how to learn and organize, how to think. My English teacher, Miss Daringer, in her blue rayon dress with an ivory lace collar,
         her black hair in a prim bun and her schoolmarm pince-nez with its black ribbon, was strict on spelling, stricter on grammar.
         She urged us to disagree with the received critical assessments down the ages of any book we were studying. Never mind what
         ‘they’ said. What did we think? And why? The ‘why’, of course, was the important thing. You couldn’t just say, ‘I think it stinks’, and sit down. We were
         taught to question everything, to make up our own minds and back it up with reasons. Needless to say this was in direct opposition
         to my life at home. Lincoln provided an atmosphere where I could learn to express myself in safety.
      

      
      But the most precious gift this school bestowed upon me was what I call the light-hearted Lincoln approach to the world of
         the solemn, the pompous and the sacerdotal. It was there that I learned the joy of laughing, of laughing a lot, and often
         over nothing very much. It was where I felt free to wallow in the divine silliness of adolescence.
      

      
      If I could choose a day at Lincoln to relive, it would be a rainy day. Bad weather storming around outside while we were cozy
         and dry within seemed to give us more energy. In rainy weather I noticed that we talked more and talked louder, the decibels
         rising to a pitch of excitement. The rain pelting on the windowpanes seemed to gather us together, make us want to work together.
         A rainy day at Lincoln was the reality that shut out my life at home.
      

      
      On one such day Mr Bingham, our science teacher, informed me that I had not presented my topic to the class although the term
         was nearly over. (We had ‘projects’ that we all worked on together and ‘topics’ that we did on our own.) Could I have it ready
         for Friday? Oh sure, I replied. I looked at the list of topics and saw that arson had not been chosen. I flew to the library,
         raced through a couple of books that had chapters on arson, took some notes, ran my eyes down some newspaper clippings on
         the subject, and finally I was all set. Confidently I faced the class.
      

      
      I read out my notes and concluded triumphantly that ‘arson can always be detected because it burns at such a low temperature’.

      
      This information, I was gratified to note, had stunned my audience to silence.

      
      Finally somebody piped up: ‘Do you know what arson is?’
      

      
      It turned out that I didn’t. I’d thought it was the name of some kind of difficult-to-detect explosive, something along the
         lines of dynamite but more of a fluid. Most embarrassing. But instead of retreating in confusion, my Lincoln thinking urged
         me to stick up for myself. While admitting my error, I said in extenuation, ‘When you have got it firmly lodged in your head that arson is a chemical, a batch of newspaper clippings with headlines such as: “Ten Die in Warehouse Blaze – Arson Suspected” is not going to dislodge
         it.’
      

      
      The students began laughing. Nice laughter. And instead of feeling disgraced and discredited, I felt happy to be the source
         of their enjoyment.
      

      
      I was an erratic student. In my last two years in high school I was dreaming in class, only coming to with the sound of the
         chairs scraping as my classmates left. Only then would I realize I’d been dreaming of being in the Stork Club with Orson Welles
         or another of my idols. My other partners included a colorful mix of favorite movie stars, singers, musicians and public figures.
         I would be photographed with my hair a dark cloud, my complexion dead white with Max Factor pancake, my lipstick a deep purple.
      

      
      Among my idols was Noël Coward. Noël and I went way back to my early childhood. He was, at first, only a voice on the victrola
         but, as no child has difficulty recognizing star quality when exposed to it, I was passionate about his records, playing them
         over and over again, learning all the words some of which I can recite today. I loved not just ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’,
         but ones about decadent creatures such as ‘Dance Little Lady, Dance’ (‘so obsessed with second best …) and ‘Parisien Pierrot’,
         and soppy ones like ‘Someday I’ll Find You’.
      

      
      In 1937 he played on Broadway in Tonight at 8.30 with Gertrude Lawrence in three separate bills of three one-acters. They were the toast of the town. I attended matinees
         of all three by myself. After one I decided to go to the stage door and get Noël’s autograph when he came out. He appeared
         wearing a polo coat with Gertrude Lawrence on his arm and a small crowd surrounding him. He autographed their programs. Then
         he saw me and nodded questioningly. I had been frozen to the spot. My feet moved a few steps closer to him, but I was unable
         to raise my arm. He took my theatre program from me, signed it, handed it back and favored me with a brilliant smile, exactly
         like the one he wore on stage.
      

      
      I yearned to know my idols, to worship them, and, above all, to encourage and advise them. It did not seem strange to me that
         I, a young and inexperienced girl, should be doing this. Rather, I felt my youth to be a positive factor in presenting my heroes
         with fresh and original points of view.
      

      
      It was, therefore, soon after the death of the King, his father, in January 20, 1936, that I wrote my first fan letter to
         Buckingham Palace. Addressed to King Edward VIII, it expressed my sorrow at the loss of his father and my happiness that he
         was now king. I urged him to come back to America again; we admired him so much that it would cement Anglo-American relations.
         I got a reply, a beautiful engraved black-bordered card telling me that Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Patrick David,
         King of England and the Commonwealth, Emperor of India etc., etc., thanked me for my condolences and good wishes. From that
         time on I often wrote letters to celebrities. A surprising number of them replied.
      

      
      What I was really having in these affairs was a relationship with myself. And what became clear to me in my journey into self-discovery
         was that stirrings of sex-and-love and love-of-sex had begun to play a big part in my life.
      

      
      When I was ten years old I had been sitting on a rock in Central Park with my schoolmate Shirley Bradshaw when she told me
         that at night she did something that made her feel absolutely lovely. ‘If you rub your hands up there between your legs and
         think sexy thoughts your whole body suddenly gets the most wonderful tingly feeling.’ ‘And then what?’ I asked. ‘And then
         it’s over,’ she said.
      

      
      I tried and it worked. What a grip my imagination had over my body. I had discovered the power of the mind over matter. It
         would not enable me to levitate, or walk on coals, or lie down on a bed of nails, but all my life I would look for other ways
         to harness it.
      

      
      At first my sexual imagery was hazy and generalized, but in my teens it had matured into very specific images of particular
         people. In my highly sensitized state it sometimes took no more than a phrase to set me off. My Lincoln classmate, Terry,
         son of the playwright Maxwell Anderson, took me on a visit to his home in Rockland County across the Hudson. As we entered
         the living room the playwright was talking to Burgess – Buzz – Meredith, a leading man and major heart-throb, about a proposed
         road tour beginning in Syracuse. ‘Ah, Syracuse,’ said the silvery-voiced Buzz ruminatively. ‘I used to lay with a girl in Syracuse.’ And then they saw us and introductions were
         made and the subject changed.
      

      
      But I had thrilled immediately to Buzz’s words: to lay with … What a beautiful sound, what erotic imagery. How much better to use than fucking or getting fucked. Lay, and laid, or, getting laid, was so horizontal, so langorous and lazing, two bodies stretching naked on a white bed
         and afterwards relaxed to the point of sighing. The long windows opening out to the sea, the sea breezes caressing our nakedness
         …
      

      
      The thought I wonder what it would be like getting laid? was smoldering into I want to get laid.
      

      
      Just before our Christmas vacation in my second year of Lincoln, when I was fifteen, I was walking down the hall to the school
         library when I passed a group of senior boys who were talking with another boy I had never seen before. As I walked by, he
         and I just looked at each other.
      

      
      I walked past him into the library. I checked out the book I wanted. I sat down and opened it and waited. I’d barely turned
         the first page when he came in and sat next to me.
      

      
      His name was Gil and he was a former student at Lincoln. He was tall, lanky and loose-limbed, like a basketball player. He
         was a preppie from a prestigious prep school, but two things set him apart from that lofty breed. His hair flopped all over
         the place, which gave him a humorous, informal air, and he had a special way of looking at the world with wonderment and pleasure.
         When he asked me for a date, I accepted.
      

      
      Gil took me to a nightclub, my first. At Nick’s the music was a soaring upbeat Dixieland mixed in with blues, and the main
         attraction was a large dignified black drummer, Zutty Singleton, who had a powerful effect on me. From there we went on to
         another jazz club, and then another. I noticed the friendly looks of recognition bestowed on Gil by the members of the band
         wherever we went.
      

      
      On subsequent dates Gil and I plunged into the wonderful world of New York nightclubs. Nowhere in the whole round world would
         you have found such a profusion of clubs with such high-caliber entertainers than in Greenwich Village, 52nd Street and Harlem in the thirties and forties.
      

      
      I think it was at the Uptown House in Harlem that I first saw Billie Holiday. As always backed by superb musicians, she stood
         in the spotlight, a beautiful woman in an evening gown, a still, ceremonious figure. She wore a corsage of orchids that never
         moved because she never moved. Listening to her fueled and thrilled me. I loved the raw bluesy way she took us on a sexual
         journey, with its yearning, questing desires, its blissful fulfilling satisfactions, and the mortifications and rejections
         that follow fast upon it. She wore her blues with pride, made them sound so good. She drew me in, she made me understand.
         After seeing her once I then tried to see her wherever she played at Café, Society Downtown or at the Downbeat and other clubs
         on 52nd Street.
      

      
      It was a strange romance I had with Gil. I went out with him during his school holiday breaks for two years. It was mostly
         me listening while he talked with encyclopedic knowledge of jazz and blues. We almost never corresponded, but we were perfectly
         happy and comfortable together in our shared passion for the black music of the day. We wrapped ourselves into the music and
         then around each other in his car.
      

      
      Gil had been the most special of all the boys I knew. But later almost any attractive young man, some five or six in fact,
         had an easier time with me if he took me to a nightclub, black music serving as foreplay.
      

      
      Afterward, in their cars, parked around the corner of our apartment building on 93rd Street and Park Avenue, we would neck,
         working up to French kissing. And we would pet, hands exploring under clothes. And we would almost. We would be heading for
         it, towards the frontier, but always we stopped short at the border. We saw the sign that said City Limits and heeded the
         warning, and both together we would draw away. We would smoke a last cigarette and the teasing, flirting, dizzy sweetness
         of the unresolved evening would come to its close.
      

      
      I suppose I could categorize myself during that period as belonging to my age group’s ever-growing company of hot virgins.

      
      *

      
      Beginning with Frank Capra’s It Happened One Night, the great screwball comedies of the thirties and forties served as successful antidotes to the Great Depression. I was a
         fan of all the Preston Sturges comedies, also of My Man Godfrey, Bringing Up Baby, His Girl Friday, The Awful Truth and many more. They were successful in promising young girls growing up in that era a thrill-packed present with a splendid
         future of wedded bliss to Cary Grant, William Powell, Joel McCrea, Henry Fonda, Jimmy Stewart or Melvyn Douglas, with the
         added bonus of growing up to look and act like the heroines played by Katharine Hepburn, Carole Lombard, Myrna Loy, Jean Arthur,
         Claudette Colbert and Rosalind Russell – also wearing their sensational clothes.
      

      
      The screwball woman was captivating, charming, light-hearted. She was capable of holding down a job and at the same time having
         deep feelings. She was also impulsive, capable of doing the first thing that came into her head, no matter what. She was well-written
         too, well conceived. The development of her character was skillful; I memorized her dialogue.
      

      
      I will never forget my utter relief when I first came upon these characters. I knew at once I would have to be like them because
         I could not be like anyone else. For me they sanctioned the outrageous urges I could not suppress. The close friendship I
         was to enjoy in the future with Gore Vidal was partly based on our sharing the same screwball heritage, which decreed that
         men be witty, dashing, debonair, sophisticated, suave and charming (and when those words disappeared, the people they described
         did too, and so did part of my life). It also decreed that whatever these men did, they did so superbly but effortlessly.
      

      
      At the Saturday afternoon movies in every city, town and hamlet in America, children and adolescents sat entranced through
         these comedies, osmozing the pure Hollywood concept of how ladies and gentleman were expected to behave. We were all left
         with a passionate desire to emulate them.
      

      
      Screwball behavior was what I understood to be the proper reaction towards the events in my life, and I welcomed it in other
         people. In the sixties, when Ava Gardner turned up at our flat in the rain needing to borrow money for a taxi, holding a piece of broken umbrella in each hand and explaining that she had broken it over the
         head of her lover, Walter Chiari, this was to me, purely and simply, acceptable screwball behavior.
      

      
      In my last year at Lincoln many of us had started to drink. I loved drinking. It let me express myself gloriously and to the
         fullest extent, freeing me to chase after my inalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.
      

      
      The summer of 1939 Gil and I would once or twice a week go with friends to nightclubs in Greenwich Village and listen to such
         blues performers as Josh White and Leadbelly or hear Jimmy Daniels sing ‘Venez y Chez Moi’ at his boîte and I would drink gin and tonics and smoke cigarettes and beat time with my swizzle stick and feel one step closer to the
         deliverance that a college would give me. I had become a merry madcap, much admired because I would say and do things that
         everyone else would if only they had the nerve. A drink or two was all I needed. I did not get so much drunk as exhilarated.
         It also had not escaped me that, with the situation at home as it was, I would have trouble relating to men. I thought this
         a good way to resolve it.
      

      
      I felt it essential to let my rather original conduct come out in plain air so I could look at it. I felt like a bird imprisoned
         in a cage that had to be let out at night in order to maintain its health and sanity.
      

      
      One night in the Village, after we’d left a club and said goodnight to our friends, Gil and I got in a taxi that had its sun
         roof open. It was a balmy night pierced with bright stars and, looking up at them, I was seized with a sudden inspiration.
         I stood on the seat and lifted myself onto the sun roof, then stripped to the waist and rode home up Park Avenue with the
         wind in my hair, on my face and my shoulders and my naked body. Just before we arrived at 1185, I pulled my clothes back on
         and slipped down into the taxi. I felt bright and right, in touch with the infinite, peaceful and – exonerated.
      

      
      ‘You’re something rare,’ said Gil in approval. ‘You’re a nice hot babe.’
      

      
      I was to repeat this experience several times that summer, sometimes with other men. And what I still find extraordinary is that no one else seemed to remark upon it: not the passing
         cars, nor the taxi driver, nor my date. Perhaps they were as wrapped up in the cinematic screwball world as I was.
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      Shirley, My Sister

      
      ‘To be popular in your class at Lincoln,’ Shirley is reminiscing to an interviewer in the eighties, ‘you didn’t have to be rich
         or good-looking or have famous parents – though there were a lot of students who had all three – but you had to do something you would be known for. We had a class poet, a class chess player, a class actor, a class chemical engineer, and
         so on. But there was one thing we didn’t have. So that’s what I decided to be …’
      

      
      I am watching this tape at the Wisconsin Heritage Society in Madison, Wisconsin, where Shirley’s film collection is housed.
         In 1993 I see her filmed interviews for the first time.
      

      
      Shirley Clarke (her ex-husband’s surname) – ground-breaking film-maker at sixtysomething – appears on the screen wearing a
         large brimmed felt hat at a rakish angle. Her hair peeps out from under it in a pixie cut. Her trademark Felix the Cat button
         is on her lapel, and her various emblematic chains of jewelry are around her neck. It all fits together. Even her features
         corroborate her freewheeling style. She has obviously taken her own advice: ‘If you’re not a character when you’re over sixty
         – you’re nothing.’
      

      
      Clearly comfortable in front of a camera, she looks back on her life and gives each transforming event its full dramatic significance: ‘My parents spent a fortune on tutors in order to get me
         promoted from one grade to the next,’ she begins, describing her stress-filled early years in school. She remembers running
         out of reading classes as a child when it came her turn to read. Later, she says, she learned to fake it. Finally, at the
         age of ten, when she badly wanted to find out something that required her to read a certain book, she began laboriously to
         teach herself how to read. She was dyslexic, a concept neither understood nor even known by the majority of educators until
         the sixties. It affected her progress in all her studies.
      

      
      But, unexpectedly on the TV screen Shirley lights up as she recalls, ‘I was happy to go every year to summer camp till I was
         sixteen because I was away from home for two months. As a highly motivated kid I decided I wanted to be captain of the Green
         Team. I got my sisters to get out the vote. I said, Elaine, you can be song leader and Betty, you can be head of baseball
         if you get out the vote. I got elected because we had a little childhood Mafia going. We were very, very close as kids …’
      

      
      It was at Camp Fernwood, in Maine, that I watched Shirley transform herself from an unprepossessing adolescent into a decidedly
         prepossessing one. In her campaign for captain I watched her leap over the competition with the agility of a mountain goat
         and observed her become an expert politician, quickly sizing up situations and acting upon them. Her looks underwent alteration.
         She produced a radiant smile, which sparkled everywhere. Her features sharpened, her jaw line became clearly defined, her
         hair shone.
      

      
      This camp, where wealthy Jewish parents from as far away as Los Angeles and Dallas – no commercial planes in those days –
         sent their young daughters every summer, was run like a boot camp, with a laundry service, a candy store and delicious meals
         thrown in to lessen the shock of its Spartan existence. The campers were driven by bugle calls blasting out reveille, flag-raising,
         chow, taps and whatever other blasts were necessary to announce a change of activity. We had every minute of the day mapped
         out for us, from tumbling out of our bungalows in the morning for flag-raising to falling back into our cots at night after
         the flag was lowered and day was done and God was nigh. In a setting of pine-scented beauty, young girls, many of whom had never made a bed before – much less one with hospital corners – were
         introduced to crass reality. Every morning after breakfast we scrubbed and swept and cleaned our bunks, made our beds and
         took turns at latrine detail. There were afternoon naps for the younger campers. And for everyone there was swimming and singing
         and, above all, team sports of every description.
      

      
      Fernwood’s main goal, besides honing our athletic skills, was to develop our leadership qualities or, failing that, our followship
         qualities. Shirley and Betty were both natural leaders. I was not. But I was not a follower either. I preferred activities
         that I did alone, such as swimming, diving, high jumping and modeling clay busts of other campers in the sculpture bunk.
      

      
      The program was filled with physical challenges. There were overnight camping trips where you lay sleepless under the stars,
         ceaselessly tormented by mosquitoes. There were five-day canoe trips, during which you and your packroll remained rain-sodden
         for the entire trip. There were mountains to be climbed. The big one was the Presidential Range in New Hampshire, where, in
         the midst of a gale, you took your life in your hands crawling along Knife’s Edge, the passage that connected Mount Madison
         to Mount Washington.
      

      
      The atmosphere was charged with competition and contests held campwise and, locally, within the bunks, which also competed
         with each other for the weekly neatness prize. Certainly the oddest contest was my bunk’s beauty contest, where we voted,
         segment by segment, for who had the best hair, eyes, nose, lips, figure, legs. One year I won legs. Green posture bands were
         awarded weekly to those of us who sat up particularly straight. The best all-around campers at the end of the season were
         awarded a Green F, which was good, or a White F, which was even better. Shirley got a Green F, Betty a White F. I got nothing.
         You don’t forget these things.
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