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Answered Prayers


FOR YEARS, TRUMAN Capote had been proudly telling anyone within hearing that he was writing the “greatest novel of the age.” The book was about a group of the richest, most elegant women in the world. They were fictional, of ­course . . . but everyone knew these characters were based on his closest friends, the coterie of gorgeous, witty, and fabulously rich women he called his “swans.”


Truman understood what these women had achieved and how they had done it. They did not come from grand money but had married into it, most of them multiple times. Their charms were carefully cultivated, and to the outside eye, they seemed to have ­everything . . . but for most of them happiness was an elusive bird, always flying just out of sight. This was something the ­fifty-­year-­old Truman knew about. He was calling his novel-­in-­progress about the swans Answered Prayers, following the saying attributed to Saint Teresa of Ávila: “There are more tears shed over answered prayers than over unanswered prayers.”


In 1975, Truman was one of the most famous authors in the world. Even those who had not read a word of Truman’s writing knew about the diminutive, flamboyantly gay author. His 1958 ­novella, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, had been widely celebrated, and the movie starring Audrey Hepburn was a sensation when it premiered in 1961. Millions of Americans had devoured his masterful 1966 true crime book, In Cold Blood, and countless more saw the 1967 film ­adaptation. The “Tiny Terror,” as Truman was called, was a fixture on ­late-­night television, mesmerizing audiences with his outrageous tales. 


Truman’s richly evocative style and the astonishing global success of In Cold Blood several years before had created an audience that waited impatiently for his latest work. Answered Prayers would be a daring literary feat, an exposé of ­upper-­class society that blended the fictional flourishes of Breakfast at Tiffany’s with the closely observed narrative nonfiction of In Cold Blood. No one had ever gotten that close to these women and their elusive, secretive world. Marcel Proust and Edith Wharton had written classic novels focused on the elite of their ages, of course, but they were children of privilege, raised in that world and of it.


Truman, on the other hand, was an interloper. Since coming from a small town in Alabama decades earlier, he’d carved out a unique spot in New York society: a scathingly sharp, always entertaining guest whose charm opened the doors to the most exclusive ­circles . . . and whose eyes and ears were always open and observing what he saw there.


As much as Truman was drawn to the beauty, taste, and manners in that world of privilege, he was repulsed by its arrogant sense of superiority and ignorance of life as most people lived it. Life had a way of intruding and teaching hard lessons. The tension between those two beliefs would create his immortal book.


Crucial to Truman’s masterpiece would be evoking the world of the swans. And that world could be summed up in one word: sumptuous. These women knew the power of money (what it could buy, what it could compensate for). But despite what their spiteful detractors might have suggested, their allure wasn’t due to money alone. “It may be that the enduring swan glides upon waters of liquefied lucre; but that cannot account for the creature herself,” Truman wrote in an essay in Harper’s Bazaar in October 1959. His swans were wealthy, yes. But that wasn’t all.


To Truman each swan was the personification of upscale glamour in the postwar world. She was the confluence of a number of unique factors. Her good looks and elegant demeanor made both men and women turn and look at her. A woman could not simply buy her way into this. “If expenditure were all, a sizable population of sparrows would swiftly be swans,” he wrote. He would reach beyond the gold, the silver, and the jewels and see his swans as they truly were. Each woman had an extraordinary story to tell, and Truman was the only one who could tell them.


The swans were all famously beautiful as ­well—­was it their looks that defined them?


Not so, Truman maintained. The swan was lovely, yes, but it was not just her beauty that created the ­attention—­rather, it was her extraordinary presentation. Many of these women had been celebrated for years, even decades, not just for their looks but for their unique style. A swan had not only the money to buy her clothes from the finest couturiers but the style to wear them at their best. Other women imitated her fashion sense, and men eyed her with appreciative (and often covetous) eyes.


But a swan’s beauty wasn’t just ­skin-­deep—­she was clever, cunning even. Her wit and patter intrigued even such a merciless critic as Truman. She knew that while looks could capture a man’s attention, it took intelligence and wiles to keep it. And keep it she would, at all costs. It took discipline and focus, Truman knew, to create such a persona and maintain it decade after decade, long after other women gave up the illusions of youth.


There were probably no more than a dozen women who Truman could have deemed true swans. They were all on the International ­Best-­Dressed Lists, they were each celebrated in the fashion press and beyond, and they all knew one another. These women had no ­idea—­and neither did ­Truman—­that they were a vanishing breed, a species that would live and die in one generation.


Truman chose his swans as if collecting precious paintings that he wanted to hang in his home for the rest of his life.


Barbara “Babe” Paley was first in Truman’s mind. She was often called the most beautiful woman in the world, and Truman just liked looking at her, admiring her incredible panache.


Nancy “Slim” Keith was a stunning California girl with a far more causal style than Babe. Droll and supercharged, she could match Truman bon mot for bon mot.


In the Renaissance, Pamela Hayward would have been renowned as one of the great courtesans of the age. In the modern era, there were other terms for such conduct. Truman was first taken aback by Pamela’s shameless behavior to get and keep the attention of the rich men upon whose good graces she depended. But in the end, he was seduced by her talents and charm, as so many had been before.


The ­Mexican-­born Gloria Guinness was the only other swan who compared to Babe in her beauty. Married to Loel Guinness, one of the richest men in the world, Gloria lived a life of splendor in homes across the world. Fiercely intelligent and perceptive, there was nothing Truman could not discuss with her.


Truman saw Lucy Douglas “C. Z.” Guest standing tall and elegant at a bar between acts on opening night of My Fair Lady on Broadway in March 1956, and he knew he had to make her his friend. Born a Boston Brahmin, C.Z. had an inbred ­self-­confidence rare in Americans. An elitist of the first order, she was roundly dismissive of people she thought unworthy. But if she liked you (and she liked Truman), she was a wonderful friend.


Of all the swans, none came from such an exalted background as Marella Agnelli, who was born an Italian princess. Married to Gianni Agnelli, the head of Fiat and Italy’s leading businessman, this highly literate, creative woman was in some senses Italy’s First Lady.


Lee Radziwill had more than a casual familiarity with First Ladies since her older sister, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, had actually been one. Truman thought Lee far more beautiful and a far better (and more interesting) person than her famous sister, and he devoted himself to her more than he did to any of the other swans.


Truman sailed on their yachts, flew on their planes, stayed at their estates, supped at their tables, and heard their most intimate tales. Heterosexual men loved to sleep with these women, yes, but they often were not deeply interested in them as human beings. Truman was. He appreciated what they did with their lives and the various, complex ways they made themselves such creatures of elegance. What some dismissed as trivial and ­self-­indulgent, Truman saw as a kind of living art.


A brilliant observer of the human condition, Truman had spent as much as two decades with some of these women, two decades to explore the deepest recesses of their lives, two decades to understand them. He appreciated the challenges of their ­star-­crossed lives, what they faced, and how they survived. He had everything he needed to write about them with depth and nuance, exploring both the good and the bad, the light and the darkness. Answered Prayers would be his masterpiece, he ­knew—­the book that would give him a place in the literary pantheon alongside the greatest writers of all time.


Although Truman had hinted at the novel’s genius for years, celebrity is a cacophony of distractions, and it was taking him longer to write it than he’d promised it would. Far, far longer. His publishers were growing anxious, the advance payment they’d given him had long since run out, and the literary elite were starting to whisper that maybe this book wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Maybe Truman wasn’t even writing at all.


This maddened him. These feckless critics just didn’t understand his process. To show them, he published a chapter of Answered Prayers in the June 1975 issue of Esquire. When “Mojave” had less of an impact than he thought it would, Truman decided to publish a second chapter, a “proof of life” missive that would reveal just how explosive and revolutionary his new book was. One that would return him to the glory days of his literary stardom, when he was celebrated beyond measure.


During the summer of 1975, Truman showed his authorized ­biographer, Gerald Clarke, the excerpt, “La Côte Basque 1965,” he planned to run in the November issue of Esquire. Truman had said he was writing a tome worthy of sitting between Proust and ­Wharton—­one that would offer an intimate, wise, and perceptive look at the follies and foibles of ­mid-­century, ­high-­society life. Clarke ­was . . . un­derwhelmed. Although the story that Truman handed to Clarke was written in the author’s exquisite style, it was little more than a string of gossipy vignettes, repeating the kinds of ugly stories that were whispered at elite dinner parties.


Stories, Clarke easily realized, that were mainly drawn directly from the lives of Truman’s beloved swans and their friends. Clarke could tell immediately who most of these subjects ­were—­the swans, after all, were some of the most famous and feted women of the ­day—­and those he could not decipher Truman told him. Clarke had a largely candid relationship with his subject, and he told Truman that those written about in this way would recognize themselves ­immediately . . . and they would not be happy.


“Naaaah, they’re too dumb,” Truman said. “They won’t know who they are.”
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Babe in the Woods


WHEN WILLIAM S. “Bill” Paley flew down to his estate in Jamaica in January 1955, the television mogul invited his closest friend, David O. Selznick, the producer of Gone with the Wind, to join him. Selznick said he and his wife, the actress Jennifer Jones, would be ­delighted . . . but wouldn’t it be even more interesting if their friend Truman came along?


The multimillionaire businessman knew only one Truman. It wasn’t the diminutive author but the former president of the United States. Sure, bring him along, Bill assented. He’d never met Harry Truman, but the CBS founder was not surprised that the politician would want to fly off on his ­plane—­after all, Bill was one of the richest and most influential men in America. What former president wouldn’t want to spend time with him?


So Bill did not find it amusing when this little man who fancied scarfs so long that he almost tripped over them came traipsing onto the plane and introduced himself as Truman.


“You know, when you said Truman, I assumed you meant Harry Truman,” an irritated Bill told Selznick once the plane took off. “Who is this?”


“This is Truman Capote, our great American writer,” replied Selz­nick. The Selznicks had gotten close to Truman in early 1953, when he spent two months writing the screenplay for the John Huston film Beat the Devil, in which Jones costarred alongside Humphrey Bogart and Gina Lollobrigida. The film was shot over ten weeks in the Italian Amalfi Coast town of Ravello. For most of that time, Truman stayed only a scene or two ahead of the actors, writing dialogue charged with mordent wit.


Truman’s creativity was not just for the screen. He was at his irrepressible best when he was off somewhere like this, in an isolated hotel with a group of intriguing people, not unlike the setup for Beat the Devil. Selznick found Truman a “wonderful but bad little boy.” An irreverent impresario, Truman created unforgettable dramas each evening as intriguing as the story they were filming.


Nobody interested Truman more in Ravello than Jennifer. Wanting to make the actress his friend, he rushed forward with intimacy, pushing himself into the inner recesses of her life. By the time the shoot was over, Jennifer embraced Truman as her closest friend.


When Truman walked down the aisle that winter morning, he sat down not beside Jennifer but next to Bill’s wife, Babe. As Jennifer looked across the aisle, she saw this incredible bonding going on. It was like a mating dance, as Truman and the statuesque, ­five-­feet-­eight-­inch-­tall Babe whispered excitedly off in their separate sphere. By the time the plane reached Jamaica, Jennifer knew that she had been supplanted by what was as much love as friendship. Jennifer had what she called “a few jealous pangs because up until that time I had been his best friend,” but for something of this magnitude, there was nothing to do but look at it with awe.


As subtle a writer as he was, Truman often spoke with ­drum-­beating hyperbole. Thus, Babe was not only the most beautiful woman he had ever seen but “the most beautiful woman of the twentieth century.” He had spent two months in the same Palermo hotel as Gina Lollobrigida, a gorgeous young actress of overwhelming sensuality. She was by most standards stunningly beautiful, but the voluptuous Italian did not qualify for Truman’s definition of beauty. As he saw it, you could not have beauty without class, and Babe was the epitome of class.


“When I first saw her, I thought that I had never seen anyone more perfect: her posture, the way she held her head, the way she moved,” Truman reported, breathlessly. Everything about Babe was exquisite, from her porcelain skin to her aristocratic demeanor. There was not a hint of excess, a nose a bit too large, eyebrows a bit too small, on her long oval face.


Truman knew that this sort of beauty and perfection did not just happen. He saw Babe as an artist who had created herself as an inspired work of living sculpture. In an era when soup cans and scribbles on a canvas were high art, why couldn’t Babe be seen as the ultimate piece of performance art?


The Paleys posed an extraordinary image to the world, and during those few days in Jamaica, Truman saw them at their best. Bill was one of the most powerful executives in America, but what set him apart from many of his peers was his fierce interest in his social life, a concern he shared with his wife. There were several guest cottages on the property, and the invitees enjoyed a sojourn that could not have been matched in a ­first-­class resort hotel.


Truman would never have gotten so close to Babe if he had not gotten along with Bill. In fact, the CBS chairman embraced him and reveled in his company. Truman was a circus of endless delights. Gluttonous in all things, Bill could not get enough of him. When Truman spent the weekend at the Paley estate on Long Island or traveled the western world in Bill’s plane, Truman, Bill, and Babe were the three musketeers, all for one and one for all. It didn’t hurt that the madly jealous Bill did not have to worry that Truman might try to seduce his wife.


For the most part, Truman did not feel comfortable around many men, because they were often, frankly, uncomfortable around him. At grand ­parties—­when after dinner the gentlemen went into the drawing room for cigars and cognac and often tedious talk of politics, sports, business, and ­sex—­Truman much preferred to stay with the ladies, whose conversations he found far more interesting. When he talked about his first orgasm with graphic detail, the men listening to this gay tale were likely to be embarrassed or threatened. The women egged him on. As much as Truman enjoyed kibitzing with Bill, the real talk began when he was alone with Babe.


“Mrs. P. had only one fault,” Truman wrote in his notebook. “She was perfect; otherwise she was perfect.” Sometimes Truman’s most epigrammatic utterances had to be turned inside out and shaken to grasp what he meant. Being perfect was not being perfect. One had to work with ceaseless diligence to maintain it. Babe slept in a separate bedroom from her husband. She was up before him, applying her makeup before she even saw her husband. She could never have a strand of hair blow out of place, even in a November wind, or allow a look of displeasure to pass across her unperturbable countenance. Bill was as much a perfectionist as Babe was, and he berated her in an instant if things were not as they were supposed to be.


Babe prepared dinner parties with what to anyone else appeared perfection, finishing her work with place settings perfectly attuned to the invitees. Bill could come home, look at the table, and change everything with no concern for his wife’s efforts. As generous as he could be to others, Bill was ­penny-­pinching to Babe, doling out money to his wife like a child’s allowance. “You know, he liked keeping the budget low because it made her more dependent and more supplicant to him,” Truman reflected. That was probably true, but he also wasn’t about to squander money on a person he did not have to impress.


The saying “You cannot be too rich or too thin” was sometimes attributed to Babe. It was an absurd adage. Babe had seen how wealth could consume a life. And she knew how in her desire to stay impossibly thin, a woman could become anorexic, her life becoming one narrow obsession.


Truman took in each human experience, storing it away to be paraded out and used one day in his artistic expression. It was here, early on in this friendship and several years before he came up with the idea for Answered Prayers, that he first saw in full display that money did not buy happiness. It was one of the great themes of human existence. That it was a truism did not mean it was untrue.


As much as Truman projected an image of sophisticated worldliness, he was still in some measures that little boy from the Deep South come to the big city. Babe was his guru, teaching him how he must behave if he was going to get easy entrance into the homes of the anointed. She taught him how the elite decorated their homes. Appreciation of art was another marker of acceptance, and she educated him about art that the rich and worldly hung in their living rooms. Truman could not afford a Picasso or a Matisse, but he could comment knowingly about the art, another measure of his supposed journey into the inner circle.


In their endless conversations, Truman was a teacher too, introducing Babe to some of the great writers of the age. There was Proust’s ­encyclopedic-­sized À la recherche du temps perdu, which she said she read from beginning to end. Then there was Henry James, Gustave Flaubert, and, of particular relevance to Babe’s life, Edith Wharton.


Wharton chronicled the elite ­late-­nineteenth-­century ­high-­society New York world in which she had been raised, writing with special acumen and deep poignancy about the ­upper-­class woman of her day. A woman of the Gilded Age, she lived in a veritable gilded cage. Her whole life was about marrying a proper rich man and then having her daughters do the same. Education was not to be squandered on her. Best to “finish” her lightly with a proper veneer of charm and no dangerous knowledge that might offend her husband. She was skilled in the decorative arts, the most important work of art being herself. For the most part, she had no idea she was living a hothouse existence, in thrall of the patriarchal society that defined her. “There was no use in trying to emancipate a wife who had not the dimmest notion that she was not free,” Wharton wrote in her Pulitzer ­Prize–­winning novel, The Age of Innocence.


Babe had what Wharton called a “craving for the external finish of life.” This was not just smooth lacquer painted onto the surface of life but the very essence. Strip those externals, and what was there? Dare to move outside this world and risk ending up with nothing, debased, disowned, and shunned. The Age of Innocence was published in 1920, but all these decades later, the social ambience for elite women in New York City high society had not radically changed.


As far as professional possibilities, women had few choices. They were welcome as teachers, nurses, and secretaries, but that was largely it. Women like Babe would never have considered doing such plebian things as teaching in an elementary school or nursing in a hospital ­somewhere—­let alone bursting beyond the professional barriers to try something totally new. Their lives had broadened little since Wharton so vividly described their social world. As smart and energetic as they might be, ­well-­born women knew they must never reach beyond the walls of their world.


Babe’s neurosurgeon father was a far more rightfully esteemed character than the scions of privilege who floated past the reader in Wharton’s novels. Dr. Harvey Cushing was one of the greatest doctors of the first half of the twentieth century. Associated first with Johns Hopkins University, then the leading research institution in America, and later Harvard University and Yale University, he understood the prime value of education. But that was for his two sons, not his three daughters, who were largely brought up by their mother, Katharine Stone Cushing.


To the doctor, his firstborn son, William, was everything, and when he sent him off to college at Yale, it was surely to spread the Cushing name to new triumphs. It was there in 1926 that William died in a car crash, a shock from which his father in some measure never recovered.


Katharine had what was any mother’s ­dream—­that her daughters marry ­well—­only her dream was a little different. Not content with mere wealth (and certainly not concerned about love as a prerequisite for marriage), she was after European nobles with castles and grand estates for her ­daughters—­that, or marrying them off to the richest men in America. Matrimony was a serious ­game—­one her daughters were raised to play astonishingly well.


As Babe’s mother laid out her grand scheme, it did not seem outlandish. Her daughters had been trained to please men, and when they reached young adulthood, they appeared to be ready. These splendidly finished young women were a marvel to behold as they walked by arm in arm.


In 1930, the middle daughter, ­twenty-­two-­year-­old Betsey, was the first to go, marrying James Roosevelt, whose father, Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt, was part of the old landed gentry. Most would have considered young James the most enviable of matches, but he did not have his hands on any of the family fortune, and the other Cushing daughters would surely want to do better.


Two years later, when Roosevelt won the presidency, Betsey’s marriage looked a fortuitous choice. The inaugural ball in March 1933 was a ­white-­tie affair, though many of the aging politicians looked as if they were in formal dress for the first time in their lives. It was a typical Washington dance, the six thousand invitees milling around the dance floor looking at who was there and who wasn’t. Through the congestion walked the president’s namesake, Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr., on the arm of the most stunning young woman at the ball. Babe was only seventeen years old, possibly the youngest person in attendance, but as she held tightly onto Franklin’s arm, the most beautiful of the Cushing sisters was a sophisticated presence.


That Christmas Babe attended a holiday party for young people at the White House. By New Year’s Eve most of the college students had already taken the train back north. That left the president and First Lady to greet the new year at a small party that included James and Betsey Roosevelt and Babe.


The youngest of the Cushing sisters was Babe, having a dream of a life. Then, early in 1934, disaster struck: a severe auto accident knocked out Babe’s teeth and left her a mass of bruises, blemishes, and scars. Plastic surgery was in its infancy, but by the time the surgeons finished with their operations, her beauty was back, unblemished and perhaps even heightened. Surgery couldn’t fix her teeth, though, so every morning for the rest of her life the first thing Babe did when she woke up was put in her teeth. This was a routine common among the elderly but certainly not in a young woman with her life ahead of her. It took a certain courage not to become withdrawn and to instead go out in the world as if nothing had happened. (Of course, if that accident had taken place in the modern era, the assumption would be that there might be unseen psychological scars as well as the physical ­ones—­but back then, no one, especially not ­well-­bred young ladies, concerned themselves with the emotional side of things. If a lady looked good, she was ­good . . . and Babe definitely looked good.)


With her sister recovered by 1935, Betsey threw a tea dance for Babe in the White House, an occasion that even her wealthiest and most socially ambitious contemporaries could hardly equal. No one seeing her dance around the room that afternoon could have imagined that just a year earlier her broken body had been pulled out of the wreckage of a car. This dance was a serious business not just to introduce the youngest Cushing sister to the elite social world of the Washington Cave Dwellers but to place her into the milieu where she might find a proper husband.


Betsey did the same thing for her older sister, Minnie, and there the marriage game had taken on special urgency. Minnie was in her ­mid-­thirties, close to meriting the hated appellation “Old Maid.” At a White House party, Betsey introduced her sister to Vincent Astor, whose family fortunes went back to the fur trade in the eighteenth century. One of the richest men in the world, Vincent had been married for two and a half decades to Helen Huntington Astor, a cultured and sophisticated woman who had survived by giving her quirky husband a wide berth. The Astors had no children, and it was whispered that Vincent had as much interest in sex as he had in poverty.


Most women looking for a husband would never have considered Vincent, but the Cushings saw the world and its opportunities differently. The melancholy fact was that there was only a paltry supply of the immensely rich men the Cushings considered worthy husbands. One could not cavalierly toss away a prospect simply because he was married.


Prey is easier to take down if it does not know it is being hunted, and chasing married men had certain advantages. Minnie began spending so much time with the ­fifteen-­years-­older Vincent that she appeared less a friend than a mistress. Most unmarried women would not have gotten themselves in such an ambiguous position, but the Cushings played a ­long-­term game, with their eyes focused on the trophy at the finish line.


As Minnie chased after her golden prize, Betsey’s marriage ended in divorce. Leaving his ex-­wife with their two children, James Roo­sevelt headed west to start what he hoped would be a career in Hollywood. That added a new marital quest for Mrs. Cushing, who, after the death of her husband in 1939, moved to New York to be near her daughters.


Babe’s sisters’ lives were both an aspirational and a cautionary example. Babe had her own life to make. She was not dressing simply to appeal to men or to display her style to the world. Fashion was her skin, her real skin, and she adored the whole process. It made sense for her to join her mother in New York and become an editorial assistant and later an editor at Vogue.


The upscale fashion magazine was a stunning publication, with writing as intriguing and elegant as its fashion photos. Just before World War II, Vogue and its sister publication, Harper’s Bazaar, were not only as good in their ways as any magazines in America, but they were overwhelmingly female worlds where an upscale woman like Babe felt comfortable making her way.


Photographed frequently for Vogue, at first Babe was timid, afraid to confront the camera and its possibilities. But slowly she learned and made the camera hers. The Vogue offices were like a fashion ­runway, with ­well-­dressed young women sashaying back and forth through the halls. No one was more stunning than the ­model-­thin Babe. Designers vied with one another either to give her their clothes or to sell them to her at large discounts so that she would walk through the corridors and the elite parties of Manhattan advertising their wares. Beyond outfits from such names as Molyneux and Balenciaga, she became her own designer, creating outfits of stunning originality.


Women like Babe came in and out of the office at will, while ­middle-­class editors did the heavy lifting. To the ­upper-­class women who flitted down the corridors, hard work was tedious and boring. It was left to lesser lights. Babe was a talented, creative person and probably could have become a leading fashion editor. But she was not about to test herself that way. She was her mother’s daughter. To be a Cushing meant marrying well. She was in her mid-twenties, and time was fleeting.
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When Truman and Babe talked, they often mused about their childhoods and the mothers who dominated their lives. Babe’s mother had inculcated in her three daughters not just the aspiration but the necessity that they marry rich, socially prominent men. It wasn’t happiness or children that mattered. It was a rich husband. Babe had taken on that ideal as her own and was as obsessed with it as her mother.


As a ­middle-­class, ­small-­town Alabaman, Truman’s mother, Lillie Mae Faulk, would seem to have had little in common with Babe’s mother, but they had similar ambitions to reach social heights that were above the station into which they were born. Lillie Mae’s dreams were not about her only son, Truman, but about ­herself—­she was determined to take her rightful place among what she considered the “best people.” Her dreams of reaching that world consumed her, however, and eventually led her to tragedy.


Truman’s greatest trove of literary treasure by far was his childhood in the South. No matter how far he wandered, how widely he roamed, the stories always came back to his mother.


Lillie Mae was from Monroeville, Alabama, a town of a little over a thousand that merited only gravel streets. Lillie Mae’s widowed mother had died when she was thirteen, leaving her enough of an estate to fuel those grandiose dreams of life far beyond Monroeville. A petite woman scarcely five feet tall, she was definitely a looker.


There’s no telling what Lillie Mae could have done had she kept her eyes on the prize like Babe had, but she made the mistake of attaching her dreams to a young man named Arch Persons, a hustler with a golden voice who came floating through town in a fancy car, making all kinds of promises never to be kept. Lillie Mae was only seventeen years old, in the midst of training to become a teacher, when on August 23, 1923, she married ­twenty-­five-­year-­old Arch in a ceremony in the family house in Monroeville.


Lillie Mae Persons gave birth to Truman Streckfus Persons, the son she wanted to abort, on September 30, 1924, in New Orleans. Truman thought his mother was one of the most beautiful women in the South, and it is from Lillie Mae that he developed his obsession with beautiful women, finding their loveliness a transcendent blessing. Lillie Mae was married and a mother, but Arch was often off somewhere, and when he was, she picked up men and brought them back to her room.


It was sometimes a curse to be pretty. That was all men wanted from you, and that was all that you gave. It wasn’t just hotel rooms either. Truman and his mother were traveling by train in coach from Memphis to St. Louis one day when the former heavyweight champ Jack Dempsey came strolling by. Gentleman that he was, the champ asked them to come visit him in his compartment. After a while, he had his associate take little Truman up to the observation car to drink a Coke and sit there for several hours while Jack and his mother occupied themselves below.


The stories were countless, a ­never-­ending parade of men, men, men. The worst of it was when Truman was around four and Lillie Mae started locking him in hotel rooms and leaving for the evening. “I pounded and pounded on the door to get out, pounding and yelling and screaming,” he later said. “That did something to me. I have a terror of being locked in a ­room—­of being abandoned; I have a great fear of being abandoned by some particular friend or lover.” Some people thought Truman was exploiting lurid false tales to make himself more interesting. People usually lie in generalities, and truth tellers speak out with all the specificity of their remembrances, and that was the way Truman talked. He told these stories for decades, and unusually for him, he told them almost precisely the same way, with the same detail and the same pain.


During the summer of 1930, Lillie Mae dumped Truman on her cousins in Monroeville and set off for parts largely unknown. It was there, living in a house with three unmarried sisters and their bachelor brother, that Truman discovered a world that he would chronicle in his fiction. His mother and father came back sometimes, always separately, bright spirits representing a world far beyond Monroe­ville, leaving as quickly as they arrived.


In a life dominated by an ­ever-­changing array of powerful women, it was appropriate that the ­all-­powerful person in that house was not the taciturn, asthmatic Bud Faulk, who did a desultory job managing his farm, but his sister Jennie Faulk, who ran a successful hat shop on Main Street. Their youngest sister, Callie, managed the books and was in all ways dominated by Jennie.


People said the oldest of the sisters, Sook, was “simple.” Sook had almost no education and never traveled more than a few miles outside Monroeville. When she had a mastectomy, the doctor prescribed morphine. It was the most tempting of drugs, and Sook used it to smooth out her days and nights. Maybe she was simple, but in a gentler age, there was much that a person of her goodness could do. She cooked enormous meals beside Aunt Liza, the elderly Black servant, and knew all kinds of useful things. Sook became Truman’s closest friend.


“Perhaps it was strange for a young boy to have as his best friend an aging spinster, but neither of us had an ordinary outlook or background, and so it was inevitable, in our separate loneliness, that we should come to share a friendship apart,” Truman wrote in his short story “The Thanksgiving Visitor.” “We hunted herbs in the woods, went fishing on remote creeks (with dried sugarcane stalks for fishing poles) and gathered curious ferns and greeneries that we transplanted and grew with trailing flourish in tin pails and chamber pots.” Sook showed Truman that people society deemed almost worthless may have lives full of blessings; listening to them closely, a person could learn much.


In Monroeville, Truman made his first friend his own age. She was Nelle Harper Lee, a tomboy who was almost as much on the outs as Truman. Nelle’s father was a lawyer, and she was in and out of the Faulk house like family. She and Truman had a tree house where they went to share their dreams and secrets. When Truman decided he wanted to be a writer and started pecking away diligently on his typewriter, he inveighed Nelle to write too.


As he always would be, Truman was an outsider, mocked as a sissy in the fancy linen shorts his mother sent him, a ­white-­faced petite doll drudging down the dusty roads. That wispy, ingratiating voice that became so famous decades later was the voice he already had. By the time he was eight, he was writing scenes in his little notebook that took him far from the circumscribed world of Monroeville and that defined him already as a writer.


“He was a happy child until he was seven or eight,” said his aunt Marie Rudisill. “Then it began to dawn on him that he was rejected by his father and his mother. He was ­hell-­bent at that point not to be rejected ­again—­he was going to do the rejecting. And he did.”


Truman wasn’t “normal.” He didn’t know or care what normal was. He probably was no more than ten or so when he began luring older boys into his bed. “I was always right out there,” he said. “The other kids liked me for that. I was really quite popular. I was amusing and I was ­pretty. . . . People start out by being put off by something that’s different, but very easily disarmed them. ­Seduction—­that’s what I do!” Truman did not care if a boy fancied himself a heterosexual; he would soon disabuse him of that limited notion.


Truman had a ­love-­hate relationship with his mother, often with an emphasis on the latter. Despite his feelings, Lillie Mae was in her world an intrepid woman displaying characteristics that her only son inherited in a royal flush. It took daring at the age of ­twenty-­six and without much of a formal education to make her way to New York City to start over in what to her was the ultimate place.


Lillie Mae got a job working in a restaurant in lower Manhattan. Before long, she hooked up with Joseph Garcia Capote, whom she had met five years before in New Orleans. Joe was hardly taller than Lillie Mae, and when they walked down the broad Manhattan avenues, they looked like a couple of porcelain dolls.


Capote came from a substantive Cuban family with Spanish roots. Like Arch, Joe had his hustler’s dreams, but unlike Lillie Mae’s estranged husband, Joe worked substantively to make them real. Starting out in the city as a lowly shipping clerk, in the evenings he studied accounting and business at New York University and rose to be the office manager of a ­textile-­brokerage business. He wasn’t running General Motors, but he had done impressively well in a short time, and the future glistened ahead.


Lillie Mae and Joe fell in love, each one immensely proud to have such a partner. She divorced Arch in November 1931 and four months later married Joe. At that point, Lillie Mae had custody of Truman nine months of the year, but she made no move to bring him up ­long-­term to New York. He stayed in Monroeville, feeling as abandoned as ever.
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If the Cushing sisters had constructed a perfect husband for Babe, they could not have done better than Stanley Grafton Mortimer Jr. His lineage went back to John Jay, the first chief justice of the United States Supreme Court. The economic lineage was just as stellar. Mortimer’s maternal grandfather was a founder of Standard Oil. As for Stanley, he was a Harvard graduate and an executive in the advertising industry. He put in a few hours each weekday, but he appeared far more excited about his afternoons at the Tennis and Racquet Club, where there were competitions that truly mattered. Stanley was stunningly handsome, and when he and Babe walked together, people stopped and looked at them.


But the foundations of the family’s wealth weren’t as solid as they may have appeared from the outside. Stanley’s paternal grand­father had inherited a fortune that he slowly lost in “investments” over many ­years—­a genteel way of referring to the crazed gambling and endlessly profligate spending that had dissipated much of the money the family had once had. His son followed dutifully in his father’s footsteps, squandering millions more and doing nothing productive. 


These men were pure inheritors, disdainful toward the entrepreneurial energy and excitement of America. As long as they stayed within their enclaves, they were revered gentlemen, not the worthless wastrels they might have been considered if they stood boldly in the broader world. “No one held it against them that they were incompetent, and they seem to have been not at all embarrassed by their failure,” wrote Eve Pell of her grandfather and ­great-­grandfather. “But actually earning ­money—­now, there was something to embarrass a gentleman.”


Still, there was enough fortune (and importantly, social standing) left in the family to make Stanley Mortimer a strong match for the stunning and vivacious Cushing daughter. ­Twenty-­five-­year-­old Babe wed ­twenty-­seven-­year-­old Stanley on September 21, 1940, at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in East Hampton. Babe’s sister Minnie grabbed the wedding bouquet, spearing it over the heads of far younger women. The fix may have been in, for Minnie married the newly divorced Astor a week later.


When Stanley was out on the town with Babe, there was not a more amusing and socially ingratiating gentleman; but that was only half of the equation. “Uncle Stanley was a manic depressive,” said Pell in 2020. “When he was up, he was the most charming man in the world, charming beyond measure. When he was down, he disappeared and stayed by himself.”


One time he came into his club after a long absence. A staff member said to him, “Mr. Mortimer, we haven’t seen you for a long while.”


“I’ve been depressed,” Stanley said. “It’s very expensive. I wouldn’t try it if I were you.”


Stanley was only at the beginning of a long, painful decline that would come to a head in 1969, when he shot himself in what police concluded was an unsuccessful suicide attempt. But that was decades in the future. For all his ­self-­indulgent qualities, when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Stanley went the next day to enlist in the Navy Air Corps. Babe was pregnant. She joined her husband as he took the train south for naval cadet training in Pensacola.


The long train trip was full of abiding ironies. Babe had just been named as the ­second-­best-­dressed woman in the world, right behind the Duchess of Windsor. This new list by the Fashion Institute was a public relations gambit, a way to promote the industry, but it was widely circulated. The other women on the list were all far better known than Babe, whose fame reached no farther than the East Side of Manhattan, but with the honor she was soon being written about in newspapers across America. And there she was at this special ­moment, traveling south to become part of a world where khaki and blue were the only colors of note and a military cut the one that mattered.


The northwestern Florida seaport town was full of a bewildering array of Quonset huts, ­jerry-­built buildings, bars, hookers, dust, and heat. Babe was not the only ­well-­born wife of a cadet suffering through the conditions, but she could not take it, even if it meant leaving Stanley alone. It was not what was expected of a wife in wartime, but she did not appear to care. She had seen enough of how the lower classes lived in Pensacola, and she had no intention of spending further time in that world.


The war opened up a new world to millions of American women. Before it was over, around 350,000 women served in the military. Women went into the factories to build guns and tanks. They flew planes across the country. They learned to repair cars and got as greasy as any male mechanic. There were many women from ­upper-­class backgrounds out there marching with their sisters, exploring a far broader world than they ever could have as children of privilege. But Babe had been brought up to believe there was only one place for her, and it was not among such plebian efforts.


Taking the train back to New York, Babe found her editor’s job at Vogue waiting for her. As she faced the war alone, her sister Betsey scored again, marrying the ­polo-­playing, ­art-­loving, debonair John Hay “Jock” Whitney, a man almost as fabulously wealthy as Vincent Astor.


Stanley took further training in Quonset Point, Rhode Island, as an aviation administration specialist before being shipped out to the Pacific. Babe gave birth to a son, Stanley, in 1942 and a daughter, Amanda, two years later. She had a mother, nannies, and maids close by, and she smoothly handed the ­child-­rearing burden to others. This was the way many ­upper-­class ­women—­and it wasn’t just ­Babe—­raised their children (or did not raise them, as the case might have been). A woman of profound emotional disengagement, Babe had no problem relieving herself of the irksome parts of motherhood.


In the evenings, Babe often headed out into the inviting world of New York’s café society. In the era Edith Wharton wrote about, no respectable married woman and mother would have gone out alone to clubs and restaurants, and those deemed part of Society ate at home. But the war years opened up the strictures of American life, and women of all sorts went practically anywhere. Americans were dying in Europe and Asia, but the nighttime venues of Manhattan were frivolous places far from the sounds of battle. Only the most socially privileged escorted Babe to these venues. One of her most devoted admirers was Serge Obolensky, a Russian prince.


No one engaged this world with such intense devotion as a group of rich Europeans, beginning with the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. ­Nobility-­deprived Americans fawned over the former British king and his ­twice-­divorced American wife and considered them the height of elegance. If you hosted them at your ringside table at El Morocco, you had everything that mattered.


Manhattan’s nightlife might go on as exuberantly as ever, but the ­Best-­Dressed List took a hiatus. At a time when the clothiers on Seventh Avenue were making the most utilitarian of clothes and the haute couturiers of Paris were dressing the mistresses of Nazi officers, it seemed a trivial indulgence to continue the annual list. But as the war news turned better and victory appeared in sight, the fifty voters at the New York Fashion Institute cast their ballots for a new list announced in January 1945. Babe headed the list, as she did the following year. For the rest of her life, one way or another, Babe never left the ­Best-­Dressed List.


The doyennes of the Old Society considered the list an offensively public display of matters that should be decidedly private. That Babe felt otherwise and valued the cache the honor gave her showed that she no longer aspired to be part of the rituals of the world of her childhood. She was part of a new kind of Society, in which publicity of the right kind was a decided blessing.


In some other quarters there was a measure of irritation at a ­best-­dressed list in a time when people around the world were dying. Asked the columnist Henry McLemore: “Would the outfits with which Mrs. Stanley Mortimer got the institute’s blue ribbon, have been the best for her to wear had she suddenly found herself alongside those Russian women snipers who helped turn the tide at the Battle of Stalingrad?”


Babe dealt with the criticism by trying to create an image of herself as the populist’s choice, saying she had won “with a navy wife’s wardrobe pared to a packable ­minimum—­mostly three plain suits and lots of hats.” Modest to a fault, she refused to estimate her number of hats.


By the time Stanley arrived back in the States at the end of the war, their marriage was near an end. Those years apart would have stressed any relationship, but there had hardly been a foundation to sustain it. As the couple worked out their divorce, they were like two strangers divvying up the assets in a ­long-­dormant account. When she accused him of being “habitually intemperate from the voluntary use of alcoholic liquors,” that was the kind of statement required to get a divorce in Florida in May 1946, but it was also the truth. Stanley gave up custody of a son and daughter he hardly knew and settled a $40,000 trust fund on his ex-­wife. It was time for Babe to go husband hunting ­again . . . but that process had already begun while she was still married.
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Lilies of the Valley


WHILE BABE WANTED her husband and the father of her two children to come home safely, she was already thinking about a future that did not include Stanley Mortimer. By the time Stanley returned at the end of the war, Babe had likely already begun a relationship with Bill Paley.


Babe and her mother were realists when they looked at her future. In much of ­middle-­class America, divorcées were outcasts, scarlet women whose days were not complete unless they stole a husband or two. In Babe’s New York world, however, divorce was no worse than a bad cold. Her sister Betsey had done far better with her second husband than her first, and that showed what could be accomplished for a shrewd, ­marriage-­minded woman. In his way, the founder of CBS was as impressive a person as Jock Whitney, except for one major problem: Bill was Jewish, and Babe’s ­world—­though not Babe ­personally—­was ­anti-­Semitic.


If Babe married Bill, she and her new husband would be forbidden entry to the private clubs and establishments that were the natural habitats of her sisters and their husbands and many of her friends. That was the indisputable reality.


Then there was the question of the man himself. Babe found him terribly attractive. She thought he looked like Jean Gabin, though the French actor exuded an aura of sensitivity that was not part of Bill’s persona. The ­six-­feet-­one-­inch-­tall television executive was more a bigger version of Humphrey Bogart. A man of forceful masculinity, Bill projected a ­take-­charge, endlessly solicitous manner toward women that many found irresistible. That was another problem. Babe and her mother presumably did enough due diligence to know something of her beau’s past.


As a young man in Philadelphia working for his father (who was the biggest cigar manufacturer in the United States), Bill spent his free hours with “showgirls,” a generic term for the kind of women one didn’t take home to Mother. After college at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, Bill moved to New York, where he founded the wildly successful CBS network.


In 1931, Bill met Dorothy Hart Hearst, who had a model’s looks and a cultured patina. Attracted to Bill’s sheer animal magnetism, Dorothy divorced her troubled husband, John Randolph Hearst, the alcoholic son of the newspaper tycoon William Randolph Hearst, to marry Bill.


Dorothy was seven years younger than ­thirty-­year-­old Bill, but in many ways she became his sensei, guiding him on the nuances and unspoken rules of higher society. When she met him, he dressed like a funeral director, but soon she had him visiting a Savile Row tailor for his suits. When he walked into a room with his new wardrobe, he stood transformed. She had a similar effect on his living quarters; his bachelor apartment (with its utilitarian furniture and sports prints) displayed little but an appalling lack of taste. It was soon overhauled with her exacting eye. Under Dorothy’s tutelage, Bill learned that taste was not something external. It was there every moment of one’s day.


In the first years of their marriage, Bill listened to Dorothy like a schoolboy in the front row of the class. Slowly he was transformed, from a ­rough-­edged salesman into a sophisticated New Yorker. Eventually, after all those years of following Dorothy’s endless suggestions, he woke up one day and realized he had nothing more to learn from her. Her instructions on décor and ­decorum—­once so ­valued—­had become nothing more than endless hectoring.


The Paleys could not have children, so they adopted a son and daughter, but fatherhood did not end Bill’s compulsive affairs. One of these was Geraldine Kenyon Bourque of Battle Creek, Michigan, a woman who could have been Myrtle Wilson, the tragic ­working-­class lover in The Great Gatsby. Married to a Pontiac auto worker and ­saddled with a baby daughter she did not want, Geraldine deserted them to make her way in New York. She apparently had dreams of becoming an actress, but her ambitions in that regard went nowhere. After about seven years, the ­twenty-­eight-­year-­old woman returned to Michigan with at least $1,500 in her purse and took a ­seventeenth-­floor suite at Detroit’s ­Book ­Cadillac Hotel. Taking out artist’s paint and a brush, she wrote a number of names on the ­mirror—­including William S. Paley’s. At the bottom she wrote, “EXIT SMILING.” Then she jumped out the window to her death.


Among Geraldine’s belongings was an unsent love letter to Paley. The police also found a number of passionately felt, personal letters that had no addressee but were clearly intended for Paley. “You are everything in this world,” Geraldine wrote. “I worship you, and even though you are sometimes a little cruel to me, I have no choice but to go on loving you. There is only one alternative to that.”


During the Second World War, Colonel Paley left his lucrative and thriving business in New York to serve in the Office of War Information (OWI) in Allied headquarters in London. As CBS reporters like Edward R. Murrow and his team were making legendary names for themselves broadcasting from London, Bill’s star rose in England, and he was soon embraced by the British elite to an extent the Jewish businessman had not been by New York high society. His position allowed him plenty of opportunity for socializing (and more) as well. Although eclectic in his pursuit of the opposite sex, he appeared to take special delight in sleeping with married women. One of them was Pamela Churchill, the stunning wife of Randolph Churchill, the son of the British prime ­minister—­and a woman who had as many conquests as Paley.


The war was a time of casual dalliances, and no one looked askance at Bill’s behavior. Only his wife understood that her husband’s ravenous infidelity was driven by something deeper. “I knew this was his illness,” Dorothy said. “He never stopped. It was absolutely ­pathological. . . . There was not going to be a cure for him.”


At his meetings at the OWI, Bill sat doodling. The images he sketched were often perversely disturbing, a large penis on a camel, the backsides of pigs and monkeys, a defecating camel.
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After her divorce, Babe and her two children were living with her mother in Mrs. Cushing’s apartment on ­Eighty-­Sixth Street. She was still going into Vogue, but it was not easy starting a new life. It was made even more difficult when Babe came down with a serious enough case of phlebitis that she ended up in the hospital.


As Babe lay in bed nursing her illness, Bill arrived with a warming container carrying two dinners from one of Manhattan’s best restaurants. Babe maintained her wispy figure by eating like a sparrow, and food was not the way to her heart, but it was the way to his. Night after night for the whole month Babe was in the hospital, Bill arrived with meals from grand chefs. Bill loved not only eating but also discussing food, and he talked about the courses like a curator at the Museum of Modern Art dissecting a Manet or Chagall.


If Bill had chowed down blintzes and burgers with the same ferocity that he devoured boeuf bourguignon and confit de canard, he would have been considered a glutton. But these were splendid repasts, and as he lapped up the last drop of sauce, he had the right to consider himself a gentleman gourmand.


Bill spent those weeks studiously observing Babe. This remarkable woman was Dorothy without the mouth. That was her great allure. She was as cultured and beautiful as his soon-­to-­be ex-­wife, but she was not about to lecture him on his supposed failings. Her mother had trained her too well for that. After the month, Bill decided that he wanted to make Babe his second wife.


The CBS executive wrote about the unique way he wooed Babe in his autobiography, As It Happened. In the ­418-­page volume, Bill devotes only seven pages to the woman who was his wife for ­thirty-­one years. In the book, Bill tells the tale of his bringing superb meals each evening to Babe’s hospital room as a mark of his generosity and thoughtfulness toward ­Babe—­when it was more accurately a mark of his generosity and thoughtfulness toward himself. Nowhere is there the least interest in what Babe may have felt.


Bill appears to have been too egotistical to realize he was as much the hunted as the hunter. As much as this conquest mattered to him, to her it was a game she had to win. To Babe, her mother, and her sisters, you had everything or you had nothing, and Bill was everything.


Babe played her game not with grand gestures like Bill but in nuanced little moves, drawing him nearer and nearer. As she did so, she was as much a prisoner of this world as any of Wharton’s heroines. When Bill asked her to marry him, there was a final set in the match: he insisted on a prenuptial agreement. Married to Bill, Babe would be a guest in his life that he could dismiss at modest costs to his treasures. She was akin to a splendid piece of art that he laboriously acquired and set out on his drawing room wall, a vivid symbol of his good taste, to be admired but rarely discussed.


When the couple married in a small ceremony on July 28, 1947, Babe was a month pregnant with William Cushing Paley, a minor glitch in the scenario. As they set out as a married couple, there was affection, respect, and physical attraction, but ultimately theirs was a business deal. Babe gave Bill entry to a measure of haute société and elevated taste, and Bill gave Babe money so she could live the way she and her mother believed she was born to live. His largesse toward her was not generosity but a shrewd investment so she would play the role he married her to play.


As Truman looked on at the relationship, he saw that Bill’s immense wealth was crucial in Babe’s becoming the notable character that he believed was her destiny. “Being a great beauty, and remaining one, is, at the altitude flown here, expensive: a fairly accurate estimate on the annual upkeep could be ­made—­but really, why spark a revolution?” Capote wrote.


Babe’s role as Mrs. Paley began with her dress. She wore clothes as well as if not better than any model. That was why for years designers had given her free or wildly discounted clothes. Babe no longer required such largesse. In the postwar world, upscale women were becoming obsessed with designer clothes, wearing them as ad­­ver­­tisements for their taste and affluence. Babe not only wore the latest fashion, but she transformed the clothes into her image. When she walked into Le Pavillon for lunch with Truman, wearing a Chanel or Givenchy, the designer ­disappeared—­it was the inimitable Babe arriving, dressed in her own unique style.


Occasionally Babe created her own fashion. It was so hot on her way to La Grenouille for lunch one day that she took off her scarf. Having nowhere to put it, she tied the scarf on her handbag. A photographer captured Babe as she walked into the restaurant. Within days, women in New York and later across America began displaying their scarfs in a whole new fashion.
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