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PART I
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1.


HOSTILITIES


Daddy* is how we have to begin. The only way he knew to have fun with us was by playing ear-training games, challenging us to identify various intervals and, later, chords. He would strike two notes on the piano—say, a G and a B-flat—and my sister and I would race to come up with “minor third.” Or he’d try to trick us with ninths, thinking we might confuse them with seconds. It was all quite easy until we got to diminished fifths and augmented fourths, which on a piano look the same. I later learned that this was a routine exercise in elementary music theory classes, universally considered boring. But Linda† and I liked it because Daddy seemed to like us when we answered correctly. And to like himself for having taught us so well. Neither of which likings we saw much evidence of otherwise.


We also played word games at the dinner table; it was one way to get a conversation going. Or we played a form of Twenty Questions we called Who Am I? Good question.


A game called Slapjack was a great excuse for me to slap Linda, which I kept doing, more or less, for seven decades.


Our mother* drove us crazy with something called Snakes, which involved very rapid arithmetic. When she got to the end of a long series of connected math problems, we were supposed to supply the answer pronto. Neither Linda nor I thought it was fun—especially me, with my complete incompetence when it comes to zeroes—but Mummy, whose friends called her “La Perfecta,” sure did: She knew the sums.


Years later, when I had my own kids,† we played better games. A favorite was Camouflage, in which you hid twelve ordinary items in plain sight: things like a battery, a paper clip, a key, a wedding ring. Then the players, in teams of two, were allowed into the room. They could not touch anything; when they located an object, they pretended they hadn’t, and quietly checked it off their list. Whichever team completed the list first won. But the fun was really in the cleverness of the hiding. The wedding ring might be sitting right on the lid of that brass canister. A black knee-high stocking on the leg of a piano bench. Once I stuck a banana among the yellow pillows on the sofa: Adam‡ couldn’t believe he couldn’t find the fucking banana. With enough ingenuity you could make almost anything completely disappear. A Tylenol wedged between the white dust jackets of two coffee-table books. A pair of glasses in the bottom of a crystal vase of flowers. For grown-ups I once devised a version with only dirty things: an enema tip between the black keys of the piano, a tampon in the venetian blind. I had a Tiffany crystal clock with a gold band at the circumference; I put my diaphragm around it. The next morning, Tod,§ who was helping me pick up all this stuff, found it and said, “Mom, where do you want me to put your knee guard?”


We also played the Hearing Game, in which we blindfolded all the kids and made noises they had to identify: nails on an emery board, the waterfalling of a deck of cards. And Rhythm: a kind of Name That Tune but with just the beat, not the melody. And Sardines, in which the person who’s “it” hides somewhere, and when you find him—say, perched on a shelf inside a closet—you have to climb in there with him, until gradually you are left with one person still looking, and everyone else incredibly stuffed in a closet full of people.*


And Skin. For that game, you masked someone’s entire body beneath sheets and blankets so you couldn’t make out their form at all, leaving just one small patch of skin exposed. The players had to guess what part of the body it was. Sometimes it was something perfectly innocent, like a kneecap. Sometimes it wasn’t.


That was more of an adult game. We played it, along with many others, at Steve’s.†


Steve and I played a game the first time we met. This was at Highland Farm, Oscar Hammerstein’s home in Bucks County, in the summer of 1944. Steve was one of the semi-orphans and sad strays with rotten parents whom Ockie‡ and his wife Dorothy§ were always quasi-adopting, including the fey and fascinating Shawen Lynch and the mysterious, haughty Margot de Vaulchier, who was either a royal descendant of some unidentified mini-kingdom like Liechtenstein, or maybe an escapee from Staten Island—who knew?*


[image: A portrait photo of Stephen Sondheim, wearing a white shirt looking directly at the camera]


1957: Stephen Sondheim. “At that moment I thought I would never be as infatuated with anyone again.”


I guess I had come with my parents; maybe Daddy and Ockie were working on Carousel, which opened on Broadway the next spring. Anyway, there we were: a thirteen-year-old girl, fat and ungainly, as my father kept telling me, and a fourteen-year-old boy genius with a crazy narcissist divorcée of a mother* who’d put him in military school—which he loved.


With nothing in common except R (me) and H (him), what do you do? You play chess. Three games. He beat me fiendishly, took no time at all. Once we ran through that, we went to the piano, where he played either Rhapsody in Blue or An American in Paris. I didn’t know those Gershwin things, oddly enough. Growing up, I only went to Daddy’s musicals; at home, he never played Gershwin records. He didn’t play records much in general, but in specific he didn’t play Gershwin, the only composer he might have envied—well, maybe not the brain tumor part. Or maybe even that.


I was dazzled by Steve, completely stunned. I knew right away he was brilliant; he just reeked of talent. Which, not illogically, was always the biggest turn-on for me. I married two tall, blue-eyed men,† but the ones I had the most fun with were dark. And, boy, was Steve dark. He wasn’t obnoxious, but impatient, a bit snappish. Pleasant, but not boy-girl pleasant. I was just a body there. I don’t think he thought I was as bright as he was, and he was right. He knew I wasn’t up to his standards. But nobody was. Later, we did become almost equals, except in the brain department. But at that moment I thought I would never be as infatuated with anyone again. Which turned out to be true.


When we were adults, we played much more elaborate games. Steve’s scavenger hunts were especially ambitious, and eventually famous—or, in the case of that movie, infamous; the plot was so complicated I eventually gave up.* In real life, he’d form a bunch of his showbiz friends into teams and make them follow a series of insanely tricky clues that led all over the city. I remember I was once on a team with, among others, Phyllis Newman.‡ We somehow made our way to a brownstone on East Seventy-third Street that happened to be the home of his lady shrink. Standing on the stoop, if you listened very carefully, you could hear music coming from the gap between the outer and inner doors. Somehow, he’d rigged a record or tape to keep repeating “One for My Baby,”‡ specifically the opening musical phrase. We all knew the lyric, of course: “It’s quarter to three, there’s no one in the place except you and me.” But what to do with it? Eventually I figured, aha, it’s “quarter to three”—two forty-five. So the next address we had to find on the map would be at number 245. I can’t remember if we won that time, but I do know that everyone was starving because it took all evening to solve and Steve hadn’t warned us to eat ahead. One clue was hidden in the icing of a cake we found somewhere in the process, and poor Phyllis was so hungry she ate the clue.


When kids or huge success arrived in all our lives—usually not both—everyone outgrew the scavenger hunts; they took too long and cost too much. (Steve would send us around town in limos.) But there was always time for Hostilities, and it didn’t cost anything, at least not financially. You would sit in a circle, having been assigned a number from one through ten if there were ten of you. On scraps of paper, you’d write an impertinent question for each of the nine other players, fold them up, and “address” them on the outside with their number, in pencil. So let’s say Adolph was No. 7; you might write, “Who’s smarter, your spouse or your collaborator?” then fold it up and address it to No. 7. After everyone got their “mail” they would write answers to the impertinent questions and—this is important—erase the number on the front before throwing it into a pile in the middle. Then they’d all be read aloud. But when they were read aloud you didn’t know who wrote the question or whom it was addressed to unless it was you. The supposed point was to match them up.


We ended up calling it Hostilities because it could get very nasty. (That was the real point.) One time we played it at Arthur’s in Quogue. Are you surprised that Arthur Laurents,* the little shit,† would be associated with a game called Hostilities? Sometimes I’m surprised, and ashamed, that I was associated with him as long as I was. But we were still good friends in the mid-1960s, when I was in my mid-thirties and this particular game took place. By then I was married to Hank; out in Quogue on Long Island we were neighbors of Arthur and his partner, Tom Hatcher,‡ four lonely Democrats among the Quoglodytes. Also there was Lee Remick§ and her then-husband Bill Colleran. Lee had recently starred in Steve and Arthur’s flop musical Anyone Can Whistle; she was lovely in it, even though she was not known for her voice. Anyway, we were all sitting in our circle in Arthur’s living room, and among Hank’s pieces of “mail” (he told me later) was one asking, “Do you think your wife has any talent?” Well, that was tricky whichever way you answered it, because even a strong defense would cast doubt on my talent, which I was sensitive about. But Hank looked around the room and figured a way out of the trap. His answer was, “She has talent, but not really for singing.” So when it was read aloud, everyone thought the question had been sent to Bill, not Hank—Lee’s husband, not mine.


[image: A photo of a man on the beach in wellies and a jumper and blazer.]


1972: Arthur Laurents in Quogue. “Are you surprised that the little shit would be associated with a game called Hostilities?”


Another game of Hostilities took place in my living room with, among others, Arthur, Tom, Lenny,* my Once Upon a Mattress lyricist Marshall Barer,† and the Ryans, Johnny and D.D.‡ I wrote this question for Marshall: “How many people in this room have you slept with?” I knew of two: me (between my marriages, even though Marshall was gay) and D.D. But the answer came back, “Three.” That’s interesting, I thought.


One of the rules of Hostilities was that you were not supposed to investigate the answers; you had to let them go, not call someone the next day and ask, “Was that you?” But I called Marshall that very night and asked, “Who was the third person you slept with?” And he said, “Arthur.” Which didn’t surprise me except that I hadn’t known about it earlier, and Arthur always bragged about such things. Two seconds later the phone rings and it’s Arthur. “I know it was you who asked that question,” he says, “and I know you and D.D. slept with Marshall. But who was the third person?” And I said, “It was you!”


He was floored. He didn’t remember anything about it. Which was very disappointing to Marshall when, yes, I called him back and blabbed.§





* If you’ve read this far, you probably already know that Daddy was Richard Rodgers (1902–1979): composer, womanizer, alcoholic, genius.


† Linda Rodgers (1935–2015): Mary’s sister, who outshone Mary as a pianist if not as a composer.


* Dorothy Belle Feiner Rodgers (1909–1992): decorator, inventor, author, wife. Maybe not in that order.


† With her first husband, Mary had three children: Tod, Nina, and Kim. With her second husband, another three: Matthew, Adam, and Alec.


‡ Adam Arthur Guettel (born 1964) wrote the scores for Myths and Hymns, Floyd Collins, and The Light in the Piazza, with more to come.


§ Richard Rodgers Beaty (born 1952) was originally named Geoffrey Tod Beaty, but his maternal grandparents, never having had any boys of their own, were so outraged at what they perceived as a slight to the patriarch, and applied such cataclysmic pressure, that the name was changed to appease them. The boy was still called Tod, though; one Richard Rodgers was enough.


* For this you need a large Victorian house.


† Again, if you don’t know who Stephen Sondheim (1930–2021) was, you’re probably not reading this.


‡ Oscar (“Ockie”) Hammerstein II (1895–1960): Richard Rodgers’s collaborator from Oklahoma! (1943) through The Sound of Music (1959).


§ Yes, another Dorothy: Dorothy Blanchard Hammerstein (1899–1987). It was her third marriage and Ockie’s second. She started out an actress and became—what else?—a decorator.


* The daughter of a French vicomte and a San Francisco socialite, Margot de Vaulchier (1928–1985) had four children, two husbands, and at least one spectacular divorce. Shawen Lynch (born 1929) became an unofficial ward of her mother’s friends the Hammersteins after surviving the Blitz in London. In 1948, she received what Walter Winchell called a “diamond sparkler” from the journalist Dwight Whitney; they later married and had several children.


* Etta Janet Fox Sondheim, appropriately enough known as Foxy, had recently gotten a Mexican divorce from Steve’s father, Herbert. Herbert was a dress manufacturer; Foxy, his star designer.


† Tall, blue-eyed husband no. 1: Julian (“Jerry”) Bonar Beaty Jr. (1916–2011); married 1951, divorced 1958. Tall, blue-eyed husband no. 2: Henry (“Hank”) Guettel (1928–2013); married 1961. You will note that almost everyone in the family has a yachty nickname. Richard Rodgers was Dick, of course. Richard, Linda, Constance, and Alexander became Tod, Nina, Kim, and Alec. Adam got Dum Dum from his Aunt Linda; Mary mercifully switched it to Ad. But Mary herself was always just plain Mary, except to her grandchildren, who called her May-May.


* The Last of Sheila (1973) was written by Sondheim and Anthony Perkins (1932–1992), another member of Mary’s theatrical circle. About a murder on a yacht, it involved Dyan Cannon and an illogical acronym.


‡ Phyllis Newman (1933–2019): actress, wife of the lyricist Adolph Green. A completely separate person from Betty Comden, actress and Adolph’s writing partner.


‡ By Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer.


* Arthur Laurents (1917–2011) wrote the books for two classic musicals (West Side Story and Gypsy) and a clutch of unclassic ones (including Anyone Can Whistle and Do I Hear a Waltz?), the screenplays for one brutal movie (Rope) and several purple ones (The Way We Were, The Turning Point), and at least one worthy play (Home of the Brave). Plus a series of score-settling memoirs.


† Frequently during our work sessions, Mary proposed new titles for this book. Proposed title no. 1: What Do You Really Think?


‡ Mary was not the only person, though perhaps the most vehement one, who found Arthur’s longtime companion, Tom Hatcher (1929–2006), even worse than Arthur himself.


§ Much-beloved Lee Remick (1935–1991): a beauty and a real movie star, nominated in 1962 for an Academy Award for Days of Wine and Roses.


* Leonard Bernstein (1918–1990): composer, teacher, conductor—not even he ever figured out in which order. Mary worked for him on CBS’s Young People’s Concerts from 1958 to 1972.


† Marshall Barer (1923–1998): lyricist, librettist, nutjob, genius.


‡ D.D. (Dorinda Dixon) Ryan, a photo editor at Harper’s Bazaar with her fingers in everything fashionable. She was an assistant to Halston; she got Kay Thompson to write Eloise; she designed the mod duds for Company in 1970. While working on the costumes for the 1954 Harold Arlen–Truman Capote musical House of Flowers she met Johnny (John Barry Ryan III); he was one of the stage managers. He soon stopped slumming in the theater (and ended his affair with Eartha Kitt) to take up his genetic inheritance as an investment banker. He and D.D. eventually divorced.


§ In case you are wondering, Mary loved the idea of being annotated but, as was the case with the rest of the book, didn’t love the actual writing. What you are reading here in the margins, and sometimes outside the margins, too, is therefore a compound of hers, mine, and ours.




2.


LOVE ME TONIGHT


Somewhere, there is a wonderful home movie of Daddy playing with me on a lawn. He looks happy, as adorable as anybody would be with a chubby new baby; I couldn’t have been a year old. The first time I saw it I almost burst into tears, though I rarely cry; I taught myself not to because I never wanted to give my mother, who cried constantly, the satisfaction. When I was punished or humiliated for doing something wrong—and I was always doing something wrong—I used to look up at the sky and think, Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t let her know she got to you. To this day I let myself cry only at lovely things, like when someone unexpectedly apologizes to someone else. Or at acts of selfless kindness. But watching Daddy in a pair of swimming trunks on the grass, beaming at me with good-natured, silly joy, I thought: Where did that nice man go?


I just ached to relive the implied experience—though probably, because he was a showman, and my mother even more so, it was staged.


[image: A photo of Mary as a young girl on the beach with her father. She has a short bob cut and is wearing shorts. Her father is next to her, wearing beach shorts, smiling down at her.]


1934: Mary and Richard Rodgers. “Where did that nice man go?”


I certainly have no conscious memory of his being very happy with me, and my conscious memory goes way back. We moved from New York to Beverly Hills in November of 1931: my father to work at MGM on musicals; my mother to mind him; and her mother, the very funny but not very bright May, for whom I was named—and whose intellectual curiosity didn’t go much beyond the juicy novels she rented at Womrath’s bookstore—because she was recently a widow and what else was she going to do?* Larry Hart,† whom I loved, also came, and lived with us until my mother couldn’t stand it. And ten-month-old me. I don’t remember the move, thank you very much, but I do remember, less than two years later, the big earthquake of 1933.‡ Because I was in my mother’s arms, not the nurse’s, and my mother held me only when Mam’selle, as we called her, had her day off, I know specifically that the earthquake occurred on a Wednesday.§ My mother stood in the doorway with me, trying to figure out whether it was safer to be inside or outside, and that’s what I remember: her indecision. Is it safer to be inside or outside?


[image: Two men sitting next to each other, dressed in suits. Theirs is small white dog sitting across their laps.]


1927: Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart. Hart called Rodgers “the Principal.” Rodgers called Hart “the Shrimp.”


My father and Larry were in their office at the MGM lot with the story editor of the movie they were writing.* Daddy was playing and Larry was singing when suddenly the room started shaking and the piano started sliding across it. At first Daddy followed the piano, still playing, but as it approached the window, he and the others decided they’d better jump. Because the air conditioner kept the window from opening, Larry threw the piano stool through the glass, and out they went, but it was just the first floor, so nothing happened. They fell into a bunch of shrubbery. An earthquake was just about the only thing that could dislodge Daddy from the keyboard when he was writing, or I suppose that was what he wanted us to know when he told us the story.*


By that time, I was able to talk. Every morning I would say to him, “Where are you going?” and he would answer, not very nicely, as if it were an imbecilic question, “Where do you think I’m going?”


“The studio?”


“That’s right,” he’d say, and pat his jacket pockets on both sides to make sure he had his supply of Lucky Strikes for the day: three green boxes. I’d hear the cellophane crackling as he left.


Two years later, when Linda was born, same thing. “You have a baby sister,” he announced.


“What’s her name?” I asked.


“Linda.”


“What’s her last name?”


I knew the answer, but this was the kind of pathetic thing I always said to keep him with me longer. It didn’t work.


“What do you think her last name is?”


Stalling for time, I said, “I thought maybe she’d have a middle name.”


“No,” he answered, and left the room.


Though he was a composer, Daddy was fanatical about words: He demanded, not just from his collaborators but also from his daughters, clarity and concision. He hated having his time wasted with intangible things like emotions, and found excess of any sort distasteful. I’ve always had a hugely broad smile, apparently too huge for him; when I had my picture taken, he’d say, “Don’t smile.” And he’d wince every time I’d laugh loudly, which is another thing I do a lot. He would actually recoil. Which is somewhat unfair because, you know, he made me. It was like I was a golem, a glob, a repository of all his and my mother’s fears about their own excesses. My weight was a constant disappointment, from birth onward. “You are so fat,” he once told me, “that your arms swing out on either side like an ape.”* And there was my always perfectly slim mother sitting at the lunch table, breezily saying, “Oh well, when I feel I am gaining weight I just don’t eat dessert for a while.” I wanted to push her face into the soup.


She was even more fanatical about appearances than he, which made her a very difficult parent but a very clever decorator. She once designed a home with all the mechanical systems—pipes and ducts and flues and what-have-yous—color-coded in primary colors. The cellar was like a Mondrian. She started a repair business, patented a line of dress patterns called Basically Yours, invented the Turn and Learn toy, selling it in 1972 to Ideal.† But let’s not waste space on her full résumé; you can read about it in her several memoirs. The point is that the contrast between her imaginative ideas (a hollow bracelet filled with refrigerant) and her conventional demeanor (also, in a way, a hollow bracelet filled with refrigerant) made her seem a hypocrite.


Strike the “seem.” Among her inventions none was so glamorous as the Johnny Mop, a tongs-like contraption with a detachable, biodegradable pad for cleaning toilets that she sold for a hundred thousand dollars to Johnson & Johnson, which then minimally altered it to cheat her of royalties. This all blew up on the day Tod was born—the same day Nixon delivered his Checkers speech—in September 1952. When I woke from the anesthesia and asked what had happened while I was out, she told me about the great mop caper and said she was so hopping mad that she was going to put on her “respectable Republican cloth coat”—though she was of course a Democrat—and sue the bastards, meaning Johnson & Johnson.*


But the point is that the Toilet Queen, as we called her afterward—she was surprisingly good about being teased, even when I gave her a gold key chain charm in the shape of a mop—wouldn’t get down on her knees to play with us because she’d then have to send her pants to be pressed. She had imagination about objects and processes and even bookkeeping but none about children. I promised myself that if I ever got out of her home alive, I’d do everything exactly the opposite of the way she did it. And I kept my promise. If you doubt me, ask my kids who taught them all the bad words. I told them they could say fuck, shit, and cunt to me all they liked, but maybe not so much to an Episcopalian priest. The trick children need to learn is how to determine the right context.


I doubt either of my parents really even wanted to have children, not the way children want to be had. Mummy’s idea of a daughter was a chambermaid crossed with a lapdog; Daddy’s, Clara Schumann as a chorus girl. There was only one, maybe one and a half, of those four things I had any chance of being. And it certainly wasn’t the chambermaid, even if Mummy had us cleaning the bathroom and making the beds when we were still in single digits. Which is fine, except that what she meant by making the beds was ripping all the sheets completely off and turning the mattress, then putting the top sheet on the bottom and a new sheet on top. Twice a week! Keep in mind there were no fitted sheets in those days.


What I wanted, desperately, was my parents’ affection, but it wasn’t there to be gotten. Or I didn’t know how to get it. Despite many efforts, I was no chorus girl. And all my childhood curiosity, the normal accidents and mischief of growing up, they took as deliberate provocations. One day when I was three, and not yet fully potty-trained—which was considered nearly defective in those days—I came to my mother’s bedroom, where as usual she was just lying in bed, probably pregnant with Linda, and I peed in the doorway right in front of her.* She was so angry that she got up, dressed, packed her overnight bag, and left the house directly for the city. To me, now, that seems like an embarrassing tantrum, but she was very pleased with the story, and would tell it often to show what an effective mother she was. And it was effective. But there are other, kinder ways to be effective.


To be fair, she was depressed throughout most of my early childhood. She was certainly depressed in Hollywood. Both she and Daddy detested it. They had moved there for money and got it, but Daddy was frustrated because everything he and Larry wrote, no matter how good, was thrown out. They didn’t have any hits during those three years except for the ones from Love Me Tonight: “Isn’t It Romantic?” and “Lover.”† In New York and London they were the toast of the town, not yet fully themselves but getting there. In California they were contract hacks who, far from being celebrated, were silenced. Daddy spent his days playing tennis, his nights playing bridge.


For my mother the problem with California was that she couldn’t make the A-list; she was new to Hollywood society and didn’t have enough clout. Rather than have the wrong friends, she chose to have none. She was also trying to manage Larry. Once he came home in the middle of the night and flipped an emergency master switch that turned on all the lights, waking my mother, May, Mam’selle, and me. Another time he invited a jazz band over for a midnight concert. More than once, he got the cook drunk. Whatever he did, the next morning we’d stumble upon the forty-seven pots of orchids he’d ordered as an apology. We’d also stumble on Larry himself, bashfully smoking big cigars into the curtains, sometimes burning holes in them. Mummy finally made Daddy kick him out.


She had a lot to tolerate, including, no doubt, Daddy’s affairs, which she never complained about, probably because she feared he would leave her if she did. Sometimes I think my sister and I were produced as some kind of marital collateral. So even though she didn’t want the bother of children, she would have had more if she could. There was another pregnancy, in California, but it lasted only six months; the premature baby, also a girl, died within minutes in August of 1932. Mummy said it was one of the few times I was sweet to her: “It was as though you understood.”


Mostly I was a terrible nuisance. I was always doing rotten things, which is where The Rotten Book came from.* In third grade, I lit an organdy curtain in my bedroom on fire—not out of bad-seed evil but just to see what would happen. What happened was instantaneous and horrifying: The whole window was aflame within seconds and then the flames leapt to the other window. I ran to the next room where Linda and the nurse were sleeping, the nurse ran into my parents’ room, my father ran into my room, yanked both pairs of burning curtains to the floor, and managed to extinguish them.


“How did this happen?” he wanted to know.


Well, I had no idea, I was fast asleep when the smell of smoke woke me up and there it was, this big fire!


“Don’t worry. The building super is an expert in how fires get started, and by the time you come home from school tomorrow, we will all know the answer.”


In school that day, our class was performing “Hansel and Gretel.” I was one of the cookie children who stood front and center, eyes closed, singing. All I could see behind my eyelids were flames.


At home, after lunch, my mother told me my father wanted to see me in his study. The jig was up. As I sat in a chair facing him, he rested his hands on the desk, palms up. “Mary, do you see these hands?”


I nodded.


“These are the hands that play ‘Chopsticks’ with you. These are the hands that hold yours at lunch.” A long, meaningful pause ensued, during which I decided not to say he hardly ever ate lunch with us, and my mitts were too busy trying to hide my calf’s liver anyway. “And these are the hands that put out the fire you lit last night.”


That was it.


Another time, I corrupted my “English sister,” Zoë.* That’s what I called her, though she wasn’t really English or my sister: She was my Scottish French friend. When I was nine and she was ten, she was sent by her parents, whom my parents knew from their trips to London, to live with us during the Blitz. Along with her hateful English nanny, Newton, she arrived in New York in July 1940, giving Mummy and Daddy their very own ward, much as the Hammersteins had Shawen Lynch. They immediately enrolled her at Brearley with me. The following May, my mother showed up unexpectedly at school while Zoë was performing the role of Pitti-Sing in The Mikado to tell her that her mother, Myrtle Farquharson d’Erlanger, had been killed in the bombings. Her first question was about what would happen to the Farquharson clan, of which her mother was the titular head. Zoë already had the stiff upper lip.


I hadn’t mastered mine yet, which would come to shame me. That Christmas, 1941, my parents gave me a dog—a poodle, of course, because even though we all wanted a collie after reading the novel Lassie Come-Home, Mummy held that there were only four possible breeds for families like ours: dalmatians, boxers, collies, and poodles. Poodles? We couldn’t have been less interested.† Still, she made a wonderful tag for him to wear around his neck: My name is Bunthorne* and I belong to Mary Rodgers. It was the best thing that happened in my whole childhood. We called him Bunny and he was adorable, but we quickly decided he was the only stupid poodle anyone had ever known because no one could get him to stop chasing cars. When he was killed by one the next year, and, once again, my mother came to school bearing bad news, I openly evinced total misery,† but kept thinking about Zoë, who hadn’t even cried about her mother. It was probably that kind of thing that later led my parents to ask if they might adopt her. She politely declined, which made perfect sense to me.
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1941: Mary, Dorothy, Linda, and Richard Rodgers, with Mary’s “English sister,” Zoë d’Erlanger. “Zoë already had the stiff upper lip.”


I’d like to have been adopted by her family, though. Or anybody’s; I had daydreams about my parents dying in a tractor-trailer crash and my immediately being sent to live with the Hammersteins. Or being kidnapped, like the Lindbergh baby.* I was so envious of that baby, whose fate caused all the celebrity parents in Hollywood in the early thirties to hire security guards to protect their children. At my third birthday party, Helen Hayes’s daughter, Irving Thalberg’s son, and John Davis Lodge’s daughters all had them. But my parents, thinking that my kidnapping was not likely or even perhaps undesirable, wouldn’t get me one. I was quite put out.


I call these daydreams, but they were actually at bedtime, which for years was fixed at 7:45, right in the middle of The Lone Ranger. I mean, give me a break, would an extra fifteen minutes have killed you? So instead of finding out what happened to Tonto, I had something I called My Think: a few minutes I allowed myself before sleep, in which I imagined better lives I’d like to have or people I’d like to be. Prince Valiant with his wonderful bob. Princess Elizabeth. Even Princess Margaret. And, apparently, “Mary Hammerstein.”


It’s easy to see why. The Hammersteins seemed like much more fun than the Rodgerses.


Ockie was a big, rumpled guy with a full, friendly mouth, gentle eyes, a soft voice, and badly pockmarked skin that made people think he’d be sympathetic. Dorothy was a great-looking Australian dame with blazing red hair—dazzling Rinso white when she was older—regal posture, a slightly down-turned mouth, a happy laugh, or sometimes a naughty-little-girl giggle to make sure you knew she knew she’d said something reprehensible, which she frequently did. Together, they were a bit exotic† and the epitome of benign neglect, so unobservant that they never noticed, let alone cared, what their kids were up to. Which seemed great to me then, though I do think now it fucks you up. Four of the Hammersteins, including their fabulous daughter Susan—who later married Richard Widmark and Henry Fonda, though not at once, with two other husbands strewn in between—went deaf because no one was paying attention. Or at least that’s how Mummy, wanting to indicate what an attentive parent she was, told the tale.*
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1946: Richard Rodgers, Dorothy Hammerstein, Dorothy Rodgers, and Oscar Hammerstein II on a visit to Oklahoma. “The Hammersteins seemed like much more fun than the Rodgerses.”


Anyway, after three and a half years with us, Zoë returned to London in February 1943. She didn’t get to lead the clan, though; that privilege eventually went to one of her cousins, Alwyne, whose younger brother, Robin Compton, was somebody I really would have gone to bed with except he never asked me. We did write songs together on the Isle of Mull, though. Gorgeous to look at—the Isle of Mull, I mean—but there was nothing to eat there except rabbit and lobster. Every other day I’d go out with Zoë to hunt or trap them. Lobsters were easier. Have you ever tried carrying around a brace of dead rabbits? They get heavier and heavier.


Where was I? Oh, right. So Zoë and I lined the toilet bowl with tissues and, figuring the water would prevent any damage, set them aflame with matches Zoë had stolen while visiting an uncle at the Plaza. But we were dumb enough not to lift the seat, so all the paint on the underside got burned off. My mother was furious and made us pay for the replacement; she also made us light twenty packages of matches one match at a time and drop them into the toilet to cure us of what she called our pyromania. But it wasn’t pyromania, it was science. It was high energy and a lack of tact. And maybe something else. My father, along with his fear of tunnels, bridges, the corners of anything, and self-service elevators, had, even more than most people, a terrible fear of fire.


I guess I knew which buttons to press. And because I was so aggrieved, I never felt very guilty. Except once—and it wasn’t about anything I did to my parents. We had returned to California after a visit to New York, where I’d gotten an Empire State Building penny bank. I was two. One day, while Mam’selle was kneeling in the closet, straightening my shoes, I thought: If I turn this bank upside down on her neck it’ll flip down her back, and wouldn’t that be fun? But, accidentally, I dropped it on her head, that heavy bank full of pennies, and she cried. Oh my god, the horror of making someone else cry, when I was so loath to do so myself. That’s what it took to shame me finally: the unfairness of making someone feel what I never wanted to feel.


I’d had plenty of experience with that, from the other angle. Still, I was surprised when my mother later said, “We love you, but we don’t like you.” Good to know.





* The circumstances of the sudden widowhood of May Adelson Feiner (1878–1954) were so hushed up that it took years (and thirty more pages) for her namesake to get the story.


† Lorenz Hart (1895–1943) was Richard Rodgers’s lyricist, as well as a thorn in his side, for twenty-four years.


‡ The Long Beach earthquake, at 5:54 p.m. on March 10, 1933, measured 6.4 on the Richter scale.


§ Fine, but the earthquake occurred on a Friday.


* I Married an Angel. The version Rodgers and Hart were working on wasn’t made, though MGM eventually came back to it in 1942; in between, it was a hit on Broadway in 1938.


* There are many versions out there; this is the most fun and least likely.


* At her heaviest Mary wore a size twenty. But for most of her life she was a size eight.


† Turn and Learn, which involved rotating paper discs in the pages of a book, was meant to be an educational toy, but Ideal used it mostly for tacky Disney promotions.


* She did, or rather she dragged them into arbitration, and won. The royalties earned her a nice yearly sum—half of which she assigned to her daughters—until the patent expired in 1962.


* The family was back on the East Coast by then, living for the summer in Rye while Dorothy commuted to Manhattan to supervise renovations, or rather re-renovations, at the apartment in the Carlyle Hotel. Why those re-renovations were necessary, we’ll get to.


† Love Me Tonight (1932) starred Maurice Chevalier and Jeanette MacDonald. It is absolutely charming.


* For reasons that will become clear later, Mary dedicated The Rotten Book, published by Harper & Row in 1969, to her fourth child, Matthew, who was anything but.


* Zoë Caroline Georgia d’Erlanger (1930–2021), later Zoë Hyde-Thomson and Baroness d’Erlanger.


† Mary nevertheless had poodles ever since.


* After the Oscar Wilde–like poet in Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience. Dorothy’s poodle was named after the title character.


† That is, she cried.


* On March 1, 1932, the toddler son of the world-famous aviator Charles Lindbergh and the writer Anne Morrow Lindbergh was taken from his crib by a local carpenter, who later murdered him.


† Ockie, whose full name was Oscar Greeley Clendenning Hammerstein II, was only one-quarter Jewish, and Dorothy no-quarter.


* Susan Blanchard (born 1928) is Dorothy Hammerstein’s daughter by her second husband, Henry Jacobson; Oscar adopted her upon marrying Dorothy in 1929. If she and three other Hammersteins “went deaf,” there must have been a lot of otological negligence—or perhaps a gene?




3.


A GENUINE PRINCESS


The whole time I was working on Once Upon a Mattress* I never noticed how neatly its story tracked mine. How could I? Even if I were the kind of person who studied herself in the present tense, it would not have occurred to me; that’s not how I think creativity works. You don’t write something because it is personally meaningful, and you don’t leave clues all over your manuscript as if it were one of Steve’s scavenger hunts. You simply write whatever is before you to write. Maybe Daddy and Ockie could pick stories that consciously reflected their politics and unconsciously revealed their conflicts. But they were the most successful team in the business. At the beginning of a career, whether creative or romantic, you don’t say “no” to much. As with children, if what you produce resembles you, it’s mostly an accident.


Or so I assumed. Mattress wasn’t a mission statement: It was a job I fell into, as I’ve always fallen into everything. By rights, if its story tracked anyone’s life, it should have been Marshall’s, since the whole thing was his idea; he’d been thinking for years about a Borscht Belt retelling of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale “The Princess and the Pea.” During the summer of 1958, it was he who wrote the lyrics and co-wrote† the book. I was merely the composer, finding notes for his words. Actually, I wasn’t even supposed to be the composer; the job only landed in my lap when no one else’s lap was available.


But looking at the show from the distance of decrepit old age—and from the other side of several careers, of which musical theater was just the first—certain things, then obscure, seem glaringly obvious. As quickly as we put it together, Once Upon a Mattress was built to last.* It has a classic fish-out-of-water theme and an independent heroine in the Jane Austen mold, if Austen got out of the house a bit more—say, to the Catskills. That heroine is called Winnifred of Farflelot, or Winnifred the Woebegone: a big, awkward, loudmouth princess, born to royalty but nevertheless a misfit, likable but unsure of herself.† Despite her exalted provenance, she has to outwit a vain and icy queen to get what she wants and live happily ever after.


Story of my life, if only I’d realized it. At the time, writing Mattress, I was in one of my periodic happily ever afters, which, spoiler alert, don’t last long. I was twenty-seven, freshly divorced, finally doing what I wanted the way I wanted, even if I was always terrified of failing. But one thing my life had shown me by then was that failing wasn’t so bad. In any case, it was inevitable, especially when your father was a god and your mother, well, a vain and icy queen.


So failing to finish college didn’t faze me; I would one day end up on the boards of educational institutions.‡ I failed at my first marriage, or it failed me, but I’d get another chance. (And in the meantime, I could date lots of unmarriageable men.) If I’d failed as a daughter, as I was constantly told, I would eventually earn some grudging respect, both from the god and the queen, in their own difficult ways. Even failing in musical theater, a heartbreak, allowed me to discover in my forties that I had other arrows in my quiver.* And if I failed in some ways as a mother, my kids, I think, have forgiven me. They certainly had a fun ride.


Steve, in his show with the thousand names,† wrote that “you have to learn to bounce.” My version of that is learning to swerve. There are few straight lines in life, and how you get from one thing to another—and then to another—is more a testament to resilience than brilliance. It’s a testament to ignorance, too: It pays not to know what you can’t do and not to add up the damage. Or at least that has been my experience, and even though my circumstances have been unusual, I think the road is pretty much the same for everyone. So if I sound like a poor little rich girl, whining about disapproving parents and being a woman in a man’s field and the burdens of tending a creative soul—but I don’t believe in a soul—substitute any particulars you like. Jane Austen wasn’t an Upper East Side Jew, but I trust she would understand.





* The 1959 musical with which Mary, with Marshall Barer as her lyricist, made her Broadway debut as a composer.


† With Dean Fuller and Jay Thompson.


* Sixty years on, it remains one of the most popular titles in the musical theater catalog, performed hundreds of times a year by schools and amateurs and revived regularly by professionals.


† “Shy,” Winnifred’s introductory number paradoxically belted to the rafters, sums it up: “And you may be sure / Way down deep I’m demure / Though some people I know might deny it / At bottom I’m quiet and pure.”


‡ Mary served as a trustee of Phillips Exeter Academy from 1977 to 1988 and on the board of the Juilliard School starting in 1992. From 1994 to 2001 she was Juilliard’s chairman.


* The trio of Freaky Friday books published between 1972 and 1982 are perennial young adult favorites, frequently remade for film—and musicals.


† The Stephen Sondheim–John Weidman musical about the catastrophic, multitalented Mizner brothers first surfaced in 1999 as Wise Guys. It went through many changes and two intermediate titles (Gold! and Bounce) before emerging in 2008 as Road Show at the Public Theater.
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TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE


And really, I’m not by nature a whiner. But get me talking about my mother and that comes out. My father was, in many ways, just as inexcusable, yet I excuse him. He gave me music, literally: Very early on, as he reminded me when I almost burned the house down, he put my right hand on top of his to play the upper notes of “Chopsticks” until I could play them without his guidance. Then he taught me to play the first eight bars of “Why Can’t I?”: a sequence of chromatic thirds I could manage with my two index fingers.* Then we’d put them together: “Chopsticks” and “Why Can’t I?” When I asked him how it was possible that the same melody could feel one way the first time but totally different when it was repeated, he explained that I had discovered the secret of harmony.


Best of all, he took me to the orchestra readings of all the Rodgers and Hart shows, which were held a few days before opening to correct wrong notes, set tempi, and, in general, perfect the orchestra’s performance. In the thirties, these readings took place not in a rehearsal room, as they do now, but in the pit of the theater. I was plunked down in the first row, where I sat blissfully all day, luxuriating in the live sound of songs I’d already heard, sometimes only fragmentarily, floating up to my bedroom from downstairs while Daddy played at parties or wafting out of our living room as they were being written.


Of course, when he was writing, it was sacrilege to interrupt or disturb him in any way. If we did venture near him at the piano, he instinctively put his hand over its corner, as much to protect it as us. Even so, he would sometimes ask, surprisingly nervously, what we thought. Well, of course we thought whatever he wrote was marvelous—and most of it really was, especially the early stuff. Later, with all those goddamn praying larks and uplifting hymns for contralto ladies, I sometimes hated what he got up to.* Wouldn’t it have been more interesting if it had been a shark that learned to pray? Or a narc? And the lovers’ songs in The King and I—ugh!† All that Brahmsy thickness.‡ I do love some of the stuff he wrote with Oscar, especially Carousel and Oklahoma!—“Lonely Room” is brilliant dramatic writing.§ But they were doing something different in those “Golden Age” shows.¶ What I first loved were the tickly, funny songs he wrote with Larry, and of course the melancholy ones, too. “He Was Too Good to Me”?* “Little Girl Blue”?† It was almost impossible to believe that such songs, so natural and full of feeling, were written at all, let alone by him. He spoiled me for genius, which is why my life ever since has been a joyous talent search. I collect it the way some people collect paintings.


Talent excuses almost anything but Arthur Laurents. So, eventually, does understanding. Becoming a mother, making totally different but maybe just as big mistakes, I began to see my own mother differently. What looked to me as a child like malign hawkishness was really something else. It was unintentionally malign hawkishness. Is that an improvement? Yes. You can’t stay angry at people when you understand that they couldn’t help being who they were. There was a reason my mother was so tentacular, reaching her long arms into every corner of my business and trying to arrange me as if I were a divan in an apartment she was decorating, all the while keeping herself at a great, wintry distance. She was frozen. Maybe frigid, too, at least by my father’s standards, which were Dionysian. I think it was the owner of the Alvin Theatre‡ who gave him a key to a room of his own upstairs: a place he could take girlfriends anytime he wanted, which was quite often. I would find out about these girlfriends years later. Some volunteered the information, like Elaine Steinbeck, eventual wife of John, who when she was Elaine Anderson was an assistant stage manager on Oklahoma! Others I just heard about through the theater grapevine: Eva Gabor, who was in the play The Happy Time, which Daddy and Ockie produced; Diahann Carroll, who was the star of No Strings—that one was supposedly serious. And sometimes there were hints in Walter Winchell,* which my mother told me to ignore, but, really, how could you? Daddy apparently had a big thing with the original Tuptim in The King and I: Doretta Morrow, the whitest Burmese slave princess ever. One matinee day when they were having a fine old time in his little sex quarters at the Alvin, he successfully persuaded her to overstay her break, making her late for an understudy rehearsal. He promised to cover for her but didn’t and she was fired. Shitty way to treat someone you supposedly cared about. To say nothing of your wife.†


No wonder the facts-of-life lecture Mummy gave me and Linda was so bland; it was like she was reading aloud from a Fodor’s guide to some city she never wanted to revisit. “A man and a woman, when they love each other very much, put their arms around each other and”—blecch! It put me off sex for years. Linda asked, quite pragmatically, “Do they have to put their arms around each other?”


Later, when I was fourteen, I asked Mummy what “six nine” was, other than “fifteen” in a game of Snakes; I’d apparently misheard “sixty-nine” and thought she’d be the expert.


“I have no idea,” she answered.


I also asked how long an orgasm lasted, which I knew perfectly well because I’d had plenty of them under the tub tap.


“Whatever do you mean?” she said.


“I mean how long do they go on?”


“What a question!”


“Twenty-five minutes?”


“Don’t be ridiculous!”


She wouldn’t tell me. Withholding was all the power she had.


Which was the story of her marriage. She was, or at least was promoted as, a rich East Side girl, a princess, an Edith Wharton character except Jewish—though until she emerged years later as some kind of Lady Bountifulstein she tended to downplay that. She was, au fond, anti-Semitic, even though her mother had helped to create the Federation of Jewish Charities thrift shops. Her anti-Semitism was really a version of class paranoia, and we all had it. I once asked her, about someone we knew, “Is it spelled ‘Jacobson’ or ‘Jacobsen’?”—the former, I knew, being the Jewish way. She said “O.” I somehow indicated with my face that that was too bad, and she picked up on it right away, understanding that I was anti-Semitic the same way she was.


Well, maybe not the same way; I would never lie about it. Whereas she, to be more like the Warburgs and the Rothschilds, claimed her people were German Jews, unlike my father’s, who were Russian. But when you finally looked into her family’s place of origin, it was more like Prussia, which was virtually Poland. And when you finally looked into it, the Feiners weren’t so rich, either. It’s just that, hoping to jump class, they pretended to be.


Pretense, lies, hypocrisy: Put it in Latin and you’ve got a family crest.


And Mummy was just as two-faced about race. “It’s terrible what they do to colored people,” she’d moan, but she wouldn’t hire a colored maid. She wouldn’t hire even olive-skinned help. We had only French and Irish help, and, for a while, a pair—Elna and Inez, a Finnish cook and a Swedish maid—who were lesbians together. This was totally fine with my mother for some reason, though she disdained gay men even when they were her colleagues and supposed friends.


Daddy was much more coherent about race but much more of a coward; he didn’t want to get in trouble. During the entire civil rights movement, I don’t remember him ever speaking up for Black people, though he loved sleeping with them.*


I suppose Mummy was no worse than other pampered women of her background. Her father, Benjamin Feiner, was a really wicked man, but she adored him, and he adored her. Her mother, May, had four live-in help, a private masseuse, and a spare nanny for the nanny’s day off. Together they saw to it she had only the most beautiful, expensive clothes, often purchased on exhausting daylong safaris through the best Paris shops. For God’s sake, she had ermines as a child, even though they were not Warburgs or Rothschilds, however much they pretended. Ben was just a lawyer. But I think it went beyond his wanting to spoil her; he took that word to a different level. I’ve seen letters he wrote her that would give you chills; they suggest to me, if not to my Feiner cousins, who say I’m overinterpreting the literary style of the time, a sort of unseemly relationship, with all that icky romantic language about how much he missed her when she went to college: My darling dearest Dorothy.† My father never wrote me any darling dearest letters.


She went to and hated Wellesley, which is why, two decades later, I went there, too: to prove her wrong. The only trouble is, I hated it as much as she had. She left, just like me—but even earlier; I made it through three and a half years, she through only two, after which she traveled to Egypt with her parents. I imagine her forced to ride a smelly camel, which she wouldn’t have liked at all. But until she was married, she had very little power to shape herself, except physically; when her father one time—one time!—mentioned her weight, she went all anorexic for years and lived on laxatives. I think that’s what screwed her up internally.* Telling, don’t you think, that what she really wanted to be, if she’d had her druthers, was a sculptor? She spent a year studying in New York and Paris, in studios her parents paid for on Sixth Avenue and the rue de Châtillon, but she finally realized that she had no talent.


Maybe that’s something else I got from her. I don’t mean no talent. I mean the ability to be, as she was, clear-eyed about its size and application. My kids don’t like when I say that; they want to pump up my perfectly nice achievements into something bigger. But I’m happy with what I achieved by being honest with myself and not letting ego push me further than the circumstances allowed. I was able, unlike a lot of people, especially men, to try new roads when the old ones petered out. As a result, I did very nicely, thank you, in three very different careers, and though I’m proud of that, it is probably just as meaningful to me to have been a mother, especially serving as some sort of conduit between my father’s musical talent and Adam’s. Adam hates when I refer to myself that way—sandwiched between two geniuses—but tough luck, it’s the truth, even if the metaphor sucks. What am I, bologna?


My mother wasn’t so much sandwiched as, I don’t know, Popsicled. She was very beautiful—though Hank, when he asked her for my hand in marriage, didn’t think so—and smelled great, with her lily of the valley perfume and her linens stored in a closet strewn with expensive soap. But she was hard, cold, stuck within herself, even as Ben and May started to bring her out.† They went to Europe every summer on an ocean liner, where she was courted by plenty of eligible men. It was all so promising.


And then she met Daddy—or actually re-met him. Daddy was friendly with Ben Feiner Jr. and crossed paths with his kid sister Dorothy over the years. In 1925, she sat directly behind him in the front row as he conducted the orchestra of Dearest Enemy, his first musical comedy hit with Hart. Later that season, when he stopped by the Feiners’ to pick up Ben Jr. to go to the movies, he ran into Mummy, who, no doubt looking gorgeous in a gown, was on her way out with Andrew Goodman, as in Bergdorf’s, to see Jerome Kern’s Sunny. She was sixteen. Daddy ogled her but decided, in an unusual fit of discretion and temperance, to wait a year before pouncing.





* A great, melancholy Rodgers and Hart song, from the musical Spring Is Here, which ran for three months in 1929.


* A lark somehow learns to pray in the title song from The Sound of Music. The hymns are “Climb Ev’ry Mountain,” from the same show, and “You’ll Never Walk Alone,” from Carousel. They are very popular among English football teams.


† “I Have Dreamed” and “We Kiss in the Shadow.”


‡ Brahms is not the only composer whose influence has been discerned in Rodgers’s music. In a radio bit from 1937, Charlie McCarthy, the dummy, accused him of lifting the melody for “My Heart Stood Still” from Mendelssohn. Rodgers’s other favorite composers were Puccini, Bach, and Mozart.


§ “Lonely Room”: a creepy, scratchy soliloquy for Jud Fry, the twisted villain of Oklahoma!


¶ Richard Rodgers was for the most part serially monogamous (in his work). He wrote with Hart from 1919 through Hart’s death and then, with only the slightest overlap, with Hammerstein until he died, too. After that came a series of one- or two-show stands, most of them disasters, one of them Mary’s fault.


* Dropped in previews from Simple Simon (1930), “He Was Too Good to Me” became a standard anyway. Hart’s lyric is exceptionally simple and touching: “It’s only natural I’m blue: He was too good to be true.”


† “Little Girl Blue” closed the first act of Jumbo (1935), the first of her father’s shows Mary saw, at a matinee when she was four. Both she and the playwright Edward Albee (separately) remembered this joke from it: Jimmy Durante crosses the stage, leading an elephant on a rope. A cop comes up to him halfway across and says, “Where ya goin’ widdat elephant?” And Durante says, “What elephant?”


‡ Four Rodgers and Hart musicals played there, as did Once Upon a Mattress for three months of its run. It’s now the Neil Simon.


* Walter Winchell (1897–1972) was the leading newspaper and radio gossip of the day, and not above blackmail. Hart mentioned him in a lyric from Babes in Arms: “I go to Coney, the beach is divine. / I go to ball games, the bleachers are fine. / I follow Winchell, and read every line. / That’s why the lady is a tramp.”


† Whether Hammerstein was a man of better character has been debated; he was at least more discreet. He had a longtime affair with a showgirl called Temple Texas, who sounds like a congregation in Dallas but was really named Dora Jane Temple and appeared in Pipe Dream.


* As for gay men, can we believe (as has been reported) that he called Larry Hart “that little faggot” while also being very protective of him, sometimes fishing him out of trouble when he got rolled? Mary did.


† A representative sample: “Sweetheart, believe it or not, I have been stunned into silence by an overpowering anxiety at the mere prospect of having my love with me again in a few days.”


* Dorothy Rodgers suffered chronic pain from abdominal adhesions.


† Jewish girls couldn’t “debut” but had other rituals, as Mary would later discover.
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THE BLUE ROOM


He was from the wrong side of the tracks, but the minute you’re famous there are no tracks to be from the wrong side of; you pull up the tracks behind you. Moss Hart is a perfect example of that.* He didn’t know how to pronounce anything, and if you ever heard him speak you would think, Shit, who would believe he knew all those words?


My father was much more presentable, even though he’d dropped out of high school, college, and Juilliard† the minute he grabbed whatever was useful from them. He spoke beautifully, had a great-looking mouth, and dressed in bespoke suits. He was also, by 1926, when he finally made his move on my mother during a transatlantic crossing, a transatlantic celebrity.‡ In demand both on Broadway and in London, he was making five thousand dollars a week, and had a reputation, glamorous at the time, as a ladies’ man. Anyway, he had ladies. He fucked anything female he could get his hands on.


Except Dorothy Belle Feiner. A year after Ben provided the here’s-my-kid-sister introduction, Daddy ran into her aboard the RMS Majestic, the largest ship in the world, chugging from Cherbourg to New York. In that setting especially she would have been wowed by him, but you can also see why, despite being just seventeen, she would have maneuvered to keep control of the courtship. She was not going to be one of his discards. For three years she kept him at bay, even dabbling, or pretending to dabble, with the handsome but much older Hollywood star Ronald Colman to make him jealous. Maybe she was afraid of the intensity of her feelings for him, or maybe she was just testing his fidelity, but she also had another problem to manage: her family’s snobbery. Daddy’s talent and fame opened all kinds of doors, but only for him, not his clan. The Rodgerses—Will and Mamie—weren’t the Feiners’ sort. (They weren’t even really Rodgerses; their name was originally Rogazinsky, with a detour along the way as Abrams.) It was bad enough that they were from Russia; they were also from the West Side.*


Wherever they were from, they were awful. Will had red hair and blue eyes and a terrible temper, maybe not a great quality in a general practitioner. His bedside manner was prehistoric, at least from the evidence of how he treated Daddy when Daddy was eight and got osteomyelitis in his left pointer finger. It was swollen as thick as his wrist. The maid got a hold of my grandfather and they operated on him in the office downstairs, with no anesthesia, she holding him down as he screamed in pain. I don’t think he ever forgave his father for hurting him so much. In any case, he carried that scar to his death, and I was obsessed with the missing nail on the crucial finger.


That wasn’t the only scar he carried with him from Harlem. Will absolutely hated Mamie’s parents, who lived with them. People literally didn’t speak to each other in that sad house, except when they were screaming. Mamie herself was adorable, this little round person, quite homely; I just loved her because she was a completely uncritical ball of Jewish fluff. But she was so intimidated by life that she was useless to stem the tide of anger around her. An adult woman, she wouldn’t walk to the corner without her mother at her side. Even when she was old, she remained scared of everyone, especially Mummy, her imperious daughter-in-law. I remember a pocketbook she had, with lizard handles; like all children I wanted to see what was in there. So I would open it without asking, and Mamie finally said one day, “I wish you wouldn’t do that. I don’t mind but your mother does.” She died when I was about nine, of a stroke.


I’m surprised she didn’t have the fatal stroke much earlier, with that family. About Daddy’s older brother, Morty, I have nothing good to say—and I will say it later—except that he was a talented obstetrician, if you include sleeping with lots of your patients and thus landing in Mary Astor’s diary as a talent.* He had a filthy temper and was mean as a snake, constantly torturing the kid at the piano.†


In a way, you couldn’t blame him; when you have a younger brother, as I had a younger sister, who is called the genius in the family, it makes you a little resentful, if you have any brains. Morty was constantly being outshone by Little Smiling Richard, because Little Smiling Richard was the source of the only joy the Rodgers family had. Will and Mamie both loved musical theater, and when Daddy got old enough, they would take him downtown to the latest Victor Herbert, or whoever was writing at that point. Mamie had such a good ear, she would just come home and play the stuff, and as soon as Daddy was able to climb up to the piano, he too would pick out the tunes.


I say Little Smiling Richard, but smiling doesn’t mean happy. He just knew to keep his mouth shut long enough for things to pass, and when his mouth was shut in those days it could look like a smile. He wasn’t fresh, he wasn’t critical, he was not engaged in the family business of hating. Not out loud, anyway. Inside, he must have been at a hard boil, because he was still boiling decades later. He learned early on to cultivate that split, which eventually got so pronounced that what he was like as a person no longer bore any resemblance to what he was like in his music.*


At first, that was a good thing. If he was moody and angry internally, he was joyful and mischievous at the piano.† When he wrote with Larry, he didn’t care where his cadences went or what his chords were; he just peed out these insanely charming songs.‡ He wasn’t worried; he knew that by doing whatever he wanted he’d get where he needed to go. I mean that musically, but that’s how he lived, too—and probably how any very successful very young man, a hit at twenty-three, did and still does. Drinking, though not yet a drunk; smoking, though not yet cancerously; womanizing, though not yet in violation of vows.


You can almost understand how, a few bon vivant years later, he might have fallen for my mother, despite, or because of, her forbidding propriety and reserve. Clearly, she’d make a good home for him, and play the role of Great Man’s Wife beautifully. She was curious, an autodidact, and plenty pretty. But she also offered that “interlock” thing you see in some successful couples—I don’t mean happy couples. They had complementary neuroses, complementary needs. He needed an anchor, she needed escape. If that wasn’t clear to her before, it must have become clear when her father tried to get her to call off the engagement once it came. “If you have a jealous personality,” Ben said, knowing that she did, “you mustn’t marry this man. Because as you get older the chorus girls will get younger, and it’s going to make you miserable.”


My mother ignored her father’s actually rather accurate advice. She wasn’t willful, not with him, but her filial loyalty had been superseded by what she felt, and hoped, about Daddy. They married on March 5, 1930, in her parents’ apartment at the Marguery.* She was twenty and he twenty-eight. A family doctor promised to come over the next day to tell them about birth control, but being a Catholic, he didn’t show.† She was pregnant within a month.





* Before he became famous as a director, Moss Hart (1904–1961) wrote, with George S. Kaufman, the book for Rodgers and Hart’s I’d Rather Be Right (1937). Moss Hart and Larry Hart were unrelated, though they were both gay, as anyone but Moss’s wife, Kitty Carlisle, could tell.


† Or, really, its forerunner, the Institute of Musical Art.


‡ He and Hart had songs on Broadway ever since “Any Old Place with You,” their first copyrighted song, got interpolated into someone else’s score for A Lonely Romeo in 1919. But they only began to make a name for themselves with the Garrick Gaieties in 1925, a revue that included their first hit, “Manhattan.” By the time Dick married Dorothy, five years later, eleven more Rodgers and Hart shows (and another Gaieties) had been produced on Broadway, with even more hits: “Mountain Greenery,” “My Heart Stood Still,” “Thou Swell,” “The Blue Room.” You could do that then. Well, he could.


* The Rodgerses lived in a brownstone at 3 West 120th Street, in the Mount Morris Park neighborhood of Harlem. (Lorenz Hart’s family lived around the corner.) At the time, and even fifty years later when Hank and Mary moved to the Majestic on Central Park West, the West Side was considered by East Siders to be only marginally better than living in a stable.


* Lawyers threatened to introduce the diary of the actress Mary Astor (1906–1987) as evidence of adultery during a 1936 custody battle with her ex-husband. The diary, written in brown ink the press preferred to call purple, was deemed inadmissible in court, but its details of her many affairs, including one with “G”—George S. Kaufman—were soon leaked.


† Say this for Mortimer Rodgers (1898–1970): He was directly or indirectly responsible for introducing Richard Rodgers to both Hart and Hammerstein, schoolmates of his at Columbia.


* Perhaps that’s why he went to five different psychiatrists before he died, and at one point spent twelve weeks in a stupor at Payne Whitney, the psychiatric hospital.


† You can read all about how he met Larry, how he struggled to get their songs performed, and how he almost gave up on music in 1924 in favor of the children’s underwear business in his memoir, a work of fiction punningly entitled Musical Stages.


‡ As Noël Coward charmingly put it.


* The Marguery was an elegant residential hotel at 270 Park Avenue. Stephen Wise, the leading Reform rabbi of the day, performed the ceremony, as he had for just about everyone else in the room.


† For reasons that will become clear, Mary is allowed to say that.




6.


LEAVING THE BUILDING


It drove Mummy crazy that Larry Hart, having been invited to the wedding, came along for the honeymoon.* How was the flat Daddy rented in London—in Marylebone, near Regent’s Park and Madame Tussauds—supposed to be a newlywed love nest with Larry always underfoot?† Actually, he was overfoot, his rooms directly above theirs; it took just two days for him to flood the joint when he forgot to turn off the bath.


Daddy probably didn’t mind as much; for him, the London honeymoon was a perfect case of double-dipping: He had a show in development there.‡ His problem with Larry, which was always his problem with Larry, was that the slippery little guy wouldn’t show up when they were supposed to write. His problem with my mother was that her various ailments, made worse by the insta-pregnancy, turned her into a killjoy. He quickly got sick of her always being sick, or pretending to be—I think it was how she got her hooks into him. One time, when she wouldn’t come downstairs to greet the guests, he called for her and she slammed the bedroom door. “Is Dorothy unwell?” someone asked. And Daddy said, “When is she not?”


Pretty soon the parties with dukes and swells were replaced by days in bed, and then the doctors told her she’d better go back to New York. There was no question of his going with her while business was brewing. Hadn’t he warned her he would brook no interference in his work?


So back home she resentfully came, alone aboard the ship, with me aboard her. Well, not quite home. Just before leaving for London she and Daddy had signed a lease on a nine-room apartment at the Carlyle; Mummy had redecorated it top to bottom, but they rented it out while they were away. This was the Depression, after all. Until Oklahoma! they were, despite the money he made, always very hand-to-mouth, a situation my mother managed with great agility, a nose for bargains, and a flair for double-entry bookkeeping. I used to brag about that last one, having no idea what it meant.


So when she returned early, with the subtenants still at the Carlyle, Mummy moved into Daddy’s bachelor flat at the Lombardy, at 111 East Fifty-sixth Street. It was a beautiful apartment on the nineteenth floor, with a large balcony and nice views.* But it was not a happy time. She was probably worried that her priapic husband was cheating on her as he raced between London, for Ever Green, and Hollywood, where he and Larry had a contract from Warner Bros. to work on The Hot Heiress. (That’s a movie, by the way, not a person, but doesn’t it strike you how all these titles reflect what was going on?)* Mummy was also in real discomfort: I was a difficult pregnancy, or so she never stopped telling me. When I finally asked her what was most difficult about it, she answered that it was being unable to wear all the lovely trousseau lingerie she had ordered from Paris.


Daddy reluctantly skipped the December debut of Ever Green in London in order to be present for mine, on January 11, 1931, at Lenox Hill Hospital.† My mother was attended, surprise, by the famous Uncle Morty. Yes, this was profoundly weird. Your nasty brother-in-law up inside your vagina?‡ But the Rodgerses, shocked and hurt that Dorothy didn’t immediately sign up with Morty when she went shopping for a New York obstetrician, forced the issue, as it were. So he delivered me. I was red, wrinkled, ugly, and, at five pounds, twelve ounces, very small. Not small enough, though; my mother probably would have preferred, say, five pounds ten. At any rate she said to the nurse, “Take her away and bring her back when she looks younger.” Or so she told me later, and I think it was probably true. If it wasn’t true, is that better?


We lived at the Lombardy for only two months after I was born; I was lodged in Daddy’s studio, with the piano, because bachelor flats don’t have nurseries. As soon as the Carlyle subtenants moved out, we moved in, around March of 1931. Meanwhile, Ben and May Feiner took over at the Lombardy; with their daughter now married and Ben Jr. long since established in his career of serial failures, they no longer needed that big Marguery apartment. (Stick with me about the real estate; it’s important.) So it was a nice game of musical chairs, with a very special surprise boom when the last chair was removed.


That happened on October 22. My parents were at the theater, attending the opening night of a play called Wonder Boy at the Alvin. At intermission, Daddy was asked to step into the box office for a phone call. When he emerged, my mother, sensing something was up, asked, “Anything wrong, Darling?”


“I’ll tell you when we get in the car.”


After the show, in the car—Mayor Jimmy Walker’s car; they were friends, and he was at the opening as well—Daddy told Mummy that her father was dead.*


She would have remembered at that point the events of the afternoon. And of the last year. Since her marriage, her father had not been himself, as they used to say. He’d been diagnosed with diabetes, and there was some talk about his insulin being off; insulin had become widely available in 1923.


Go ahead, ask me anything medical. I read The Merck Manual on the toilet.


But even if his insulin was off, something else was going on. He spoke only in a monotone and spent a lot of time doing jigsaw puzzles in the living room at the Lombardy. He took little comfort from my mother’s visits to cheer him up, especially when she brought me along. He would say, every time, “That baby’s too fat!”


What is it with my family and fat? You’d think we were a clan of zeppelins.


My mother, hearing this as a criticism of her parenting—and, what’s more, as a criticism of the nurse she’d hired—kept insisting that I was merely properly plump for a baby, but each time she visited it would be the same story. She finally got so tired of the comment that, one day, she snapped: “If you say that once more, I’m going to leave the building and never come back.”


“That baby’s too fat,” he said.


As promised, she left the building. And, that night—October 22—so did he.


By the time I was old enough to wonder why my mother didn’t seem to have a father, we were in California. I was told he had died, but when I asked how, I got very vague answers. This went on for years, but of course I began to suspect from the very vagueness that something more interesting had happened. It was a Feiner cousin who eventually, if inadvertently, helped me find out what. When my family returned from California to New York in early 1934, I was wildly excited to meet Ben Jr.’s daughter Judy, who was a little more than a year older than I and was furthermore my “poor cousin,” though she never rubbed my nose in it, and was rich, rich, richer in the ways that count than anyone I’ve ever known.*


I immediately adored her but sometimes had an odd way of showing it. When I was six and she was seven, we were taken to the Mother Goose playground in Central Park to have a nice romp in the fresh air. Judy, who by the time we were both fully grown turned out to be a whole foot taller than I, was even then substantially larger, so naturally I punched her. In my own defense I have to point out that at that time I was under the malevolent management of a governess named Miss Kates, née Katz, who the previous summer had beaten me with both the hard and the bristly end of a hairbrush—“and you’ll get worse if you tell your mother.” The reason? Having been served the same gristly hunk of ice-cold calf’s liver for lunch, dinner, and next day’s breakfast, with the threat of never getting any other food until I ate it, I had finally resorted to spitting it out in the toilet, and she caught me.


Let me just say: Don’t do this! Why should a child sit for an entire lunch with an oyster in her mouth, holding it there so she can get rid of it later? That was Linda; oysters were her calf’s liver. Years later, I sent my kids with our Scandinavian au pair to dine with my parents at the Oak Room, and the au pair told me afterward never to ask her to do that again, because it was too cruel. Mummy was still up to her old tricks, making the kids order and eat things they didn’t want. If you just let them come to unusual foods by themselves, they do. The day he got home from camp one year, Alec excitedly said, “You gotta take me to a French restaurant.” When we got there, he ordered snails—how marvelous! I try not to think about how he experienced snails at camp, though.


Anyway, poor Jude got punched and promptly burst into tears, which came as a terrible shock. “You punched me in my typhoid shot,” she wailed. Boy, was I sorry. Still am.


Where was I?* Please excuse the loopy way I tell stories, one hooking into the next until it’s hard to find the way back. Oh yes. When I was twelve or so, Judy and I were at the matinee of something and I asked her, “Do you ever get a funny instinct to do something crazy? Like when the curtain goes up to run up and down the aisle?”


“Sure,” she said.


“Or,” I added, “to jump out a window?”


“Don’t ever talk about that!” she hissed.


I must have looked confused because she quickly shut down the conversation: “Never mind, it’s about your grandfather, and don’t ever talk about it.”


So I went right home and asked my parents, “What is it about Grandfather Ben’s death I’m not supposed to talk about?” At which point my mother got up and left the room. My father said he’d had some kind of heart attack. Perhaps he did—as he was falling.


By that point I’d put two and two together, despite my bad math, and knew my father was lying. A little trick soon confirmed it. My grandmother May had a sweet old maddening housekeeper person named Mrs. McCulgin, whom I casually asked one day, “Why did Grandpa Ben kill himself?”


Without skipping a beat she said, “He was very depressed.”


I got the truth, even if it took a decade. I now understood that my mother, connecting her father’s jumping off the terrace of the Lombardy to the exchange she’d had with him that afternoon, thought she was partly responsible for his death. And that I in my fatness was, too.





* Hart joined the newlyweds in Cannes after a decent interval in which they visited Taormina and Rome. After Cannes, he followed them to London.


† Hart was less than five feet tall.


‡ The show was Ever Green, with a swell song called “Dancing on the Ceiling,” for which a stiffened chandelier was mounted upside down, rising out of the floor. The plot was some nonsense about a mother and daughter who were really the same person.


* The balcony was shared by his nineteenth-floor neighbor, Edna Ferber (1885–1968), then most recently the author of Show Boat, Stage Door, and The Royal Family. Later she became a kind of proxy parent to Mary, never ratting when the child complained about her real parents or admitted how she’d disobeyed them.


* The Hot Heiress starred Ben Lyon and Ona Munson as a riveter and a rich girl who fall in love. It includes the unlikely songs “Nobody Loves a Riveter” (“she could love a plumber / or someone even dumber”) and “You’re the Cats.”


† He was back, but not for long; the first out-of-town tryout of the latest Rodgers and Hart musical, America’s Sweetheart, started in Pittsburgh a week later.


‡ Later, Mary pointed out, he would be “up inside” hers; he delivered four of her children. Why not the last two? Stay tuned.


* There are several versions of this story in print. In the most dramatic one, Ben Jr. comes to the theater to deliver the news in person. The one Mary tells seems more likely, yet could Richard Rodgers sit on the news for the entire second act? Probably.


* Judith Feiner Crichton (1929–2007) was a pioneer in TV news and the first executive producer of the documentary series then called The American Experience.
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