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Foreword



FOR THOSE OF US LUCKY ENOUGH TO HAVE KNOWN BETTY Halbreich, we will never stop hearing her voice in our heads.


In fact, whether you met her once—in a dressing room at Bergdorf’s as she walked in with a neat stack of dresses that you should “really give a chance because whatever you’re clinging to isn’t working”—or you said hello every morning for forty years as she walked purposefully across Madison Avenue—Betty’s voice will never leave you. Maybe she sat beside you at a bistro in spring, giving advice with such a vibrato that you caught every word. Maybe she was across the circle in group therapy. Maybe she was your boss, your grandmother, the subject of an interview where you stayed for three hours longer than you needed to. Saying goodbye to Betty was never easy, whether it was at the end of an afternoon or at the end of a lifetime. You wanted—needed—more of what she had to offer. And so you let her take up residence as a voice in your head.


With Betty on the brain, every time you falter at the thing you love, you will be reminded that hard work keeps you young. You will think about the fact that even a woman as imposingly composed as Betty can admit to periods of deep psychic strain, of purposelessness. You will want to rise to greet the vigor of a Betty hello, even just in passing on the escalator up from the beauty floor. You will hear her telling you (kindly but firmly) that you really ought to look at getting some slacks that are better tailored to your frame.


I first met Betty in 2013, when an article about her in the New Yorker by the legendary Judith Thurman went viral for telling the story of a woman who was working—in the cutthroat world of fashion, no less—well into her eighties. It seemed like it would make an incredible television show, quirky and sweet (two words, I would learn, that were not Betty’s forte. Elegant and moral is more the vibe). I also learned—upon our first meeting, and in a profoundly important friendship that has lasted over a decade—that Betty’s appeal, her magic, was not in her age. It was, however, in her ability to survive. We tried to write this story of survival—housewife to businesswoman, accessory to doyenne—as a series (although she told us that “nobody wants to watch a show about an eighty-six-year-old lady, not in this America,” and, as usual, she was right).


And anyway, Betty has written her own story better than anyone else can—her years as a committed wife and mother, the personal breakdown that followed her marriage’s collapse, the rediscovery of self that came with her move into personal shopping, a niche she occupied so well not just because of her fashion sensibility (which was, like all things Betty, singular) but because of her ability to read people like books, to diagnose their needs and what fashion—what she—could do to heal them. There’s a reason she called her shingle Solutions. A prom dress was more than a prom dress. A funeral look for a cheating husband’s wake had to express multiple realities. Yes, it was about cut and fit—a sense for which Betty had honed during her daily walks through the store, touching each garment like she was squeezing the shoulder of a new friend—but it was also about storytelling, about the image we project for others and the way we need to feel when we look in the mirror.


Meeting Betty turned out to be a solution for me.


For the past ten years, having a Betty became part of being a Lena. Whether she was extolling the healing power of work and her endless appreciation of the view from her office or counseling me through transitions and heartbreaks with the kind of tough wisdom that makes your face go red (if she didn’t know the term “read you for filth,” that’s because she invented the concept), she was redefining me.


She never gave me a makeover (although we wandered the store together, a treat not only because of her near alphabetical knowledge of its contents but also the greetings she exchanged with every employee, the delight they took in her presence). In truth, she never tried, telling me that it was not her job to dim individuality but to help those who were still looking for their sartorial voice (that being said, she still wanted me in better slacks). But she did, over lengthy meals and transatlantic phone calls, cut to the heart of so many of the things that messed me up and tied me down. Just like she knew how the right dress can change a woman’s outlook, she understood—with a surgical precision—the exact types of pain, fear, and shame I felt. She’d felt them too. Over tea in the Bergdorf café, she redressed me spiritually. I always left lighter, as if I’d shed a heavy winter coat and she’d replaced it with a crisp blazer (all of hers were satin with surprising bejeweled details, by her beloved Libertine).


I told her I loved her a lot, and she told me to get it together.


Her writing gives everyone the chance at those long lunches, as if she’s offering her readers the same master class in freeing oneself, meeting oneself, shedding the traditional forms of obligation that keep women from rising up to meet their potential but recognizing that it’s always something. Betty was wise but never prescriptive. Witty but never cruel. Powerful but vulnerable. A consistent work in progress, even when she’d reached an age where those who remain tend to calcify.


I hope to make it to the peaks Betty scaled—yes, of age, of achievement, but also the peaks of self-actualization. She was the most deeply herself woman I have known. She was the guide reminding me that there is always another summit but also telling me to look around. I can’t believe how much of the view I would have missed without her. Or how ugly my pants would have been.


The gift of this book is that now, no matter where you are, Betty’s voice will never leave you, either.


When I first wrote this foreword, I knew we were saying goodbye—at least in the Western conception of mortality—to Betty. I wrote something I hoped her remarkable children, Kathy and John (a powerful, taste-making New York curator and philanthropy advisor, and a volunteer firefighter and EMS worker, respectively, representing the two sides of the coin of Betty’s interior life), could read to her out loud that would make clear to her the massive space she occupied in my life but didn’t touch on the idea that she was fallible, that she wasn’t going to be packing her hand luggage and leaving the hospital and heading back into the sprawling apartment—heavy on the matching florals—that she scrubbed inch by inch until the end of her life. I wrote exclusively using the word “is,” hoping that enough present tense could delay the inevitable.


It speaks to the power of someone’s life force when, at ninety-six, their death feels like an impossibility. But Betty Halbreich went and did the impossible. And if you know anything about Betty’s life, you know that she did the impossible with a shrug.


She started every call with “What am I going to do with you, child?” and ended with “Come by soon, I’m almost [insert upcoming age], you know.”


Her last message to me read:


My Dear So Intelligent Lena,


Miss your voice. The book is being edited. It was easy so I hope it’s not boring!


Also are you ever coming “home” this summer?


Love you Anyway,


Betty


I will miss that escalator up to her office, the royal greetings she received as she mounted the floors from handbags to the designer shoe salon until finally you found yourself on level three: advanced designer collections and Solutions by Betty Halbreich.


I will miss the surprising intensity of her hugs, how her bird-like frame could squeeze harder than men three times her size.


I will miss dialing her 212 number, waiting for that stern “child,” and I will miss knowing she is walking toward Fifth Avenue in the morning and away from it at night.


But as long as there is Bergdorf’s, as long as there is a Fifth Avenue, as long as there is an isle of Manhattan, and as long as there is a “child,” Betty will be here. She’s probably passing the hot dog stand right now, with a wave that says, “I have places to be.”


There is such beauty to someone dying at the age that dying is meant for, and knowing that they really did it all—the good, the bad, and the glamorous. Everything feels wrong, even though nothing is wrong. This is a celebration, but I cannot help noticing dust everywhere.


Lena Dunham


September 2024















Introduction



I HAVE ALWAYS WANTED TO REACH OUT TO ALL THE OTHER lonely ones. I’m sure the many who know me would not suspect my true condition. Tucked away in a hidden corner of the third floor of Bergdorf Goodman, where for the last half century I’ve witnessed the changes in fashion and life as the store’s original personal shopper, I’ve built a career on firm, honest advice. It truly isn’t all about clothes. Mostly, I deal in human nature.


When the store originally hired me to run the Geoffrey Beene boutique, I was already forty-nine years old. I had lived an entire life by then, which included a husband, home, children, and even a dog. The kids, by then grown into adults, had left the apartment. So, too, the husband. Only the dog and I remained, and one of us didn’t react too well to all the change. I suffered a nervous breakdown and landed in a psychiatric hospital. It was after that when I began working at Bergdorf’s. Quite a transition, I’ll admit. While I loathed the sales floor (the register and I have never been on friendly terms since I don’t add or subtract), I loved helping women look and feel their best. I went to the higher-ups and pitched the idea of starting a personal-shopping service. The rest is history, as they say. Ancient history.


Because I am of the nature that I must keep busy, both physically and mentally, even at ninety-six, I am perceived by most as strong. Oh, how I wish it were true. Some people can’t fathom that I’ve been to the institution and back. While I may be known for my “eye,” my head is a little less reliable. I have learned, while still reflecting on the past, to get on with the present. I try very hard not to dwell, because it wouldn’t help one bit. To dispel the gloom, each day I say, “Onward!” I have worked hard these past forty-eight years at the store, which has been good to me and, most of all, for me.


In the spring of 2020, a new virus descended on the world, and New York City was quarantined. The store was shuttered, as were schools, banks, museums, Broadway, everything. In the bustling place I’ve called home ever since leaving my native Chicago more than seventy-five years ago to marry a New Yorker, you could hear a pin drop. Silence was no longer something only for the old.


During those months when only essential workers were allowed to go about their business, I moved about my overly large apartment like a ghost. The building I have lived in for nearly as long as I have been in Manhattan emptied out as its residents fled for second homes and freer climes. By May, it seemed as though the doormen and I were the only ones left. They grew nervous if they didn’t see me in the lobby collecting my mail or standing out on Park Avenue for a little sun on my face.


I had never been so lonely in my whole life, and that is saying quite a lot, because for almost a half century I have lived alone. In my relentless neatness—I can always find a dust ball somewhere—I have come to accept loneliness as the price paid for a life on my terms. I can fluff up one chair cushion each evening, but not two. An “outsider” would drive me up the wall. Selfish in a way, but on the other hand it is my survival kit.


The pandemic lockdown was different; I felt the whole world had abandoned me.


One day, I picked up the pen and put it to the legal pad. I began by describing my observations of such a strange and scary time when it appeared that everyone, apart from the doormen and me, had deserted the Upper East Side. How desolate the streets were. Writing helped to ward off the fear and loneliness that come from utter isolation. When I could no longer bear to describe my daily chats with the masked doormen or people’s newfound obsession with cooking that I heard about over countless phone calls, memories began to enter into my daily legal pad entries. Dinners eaten alone as a child, opulent table arrangements I created for dinner parties as a newlywed, entering the working world in middle age: a lot of feelings accumulate over ninety-six years. Initially, I wrote to soothe my nerves and fill those long empty days. Never did I imagine offering it as a balm for others.


Although I have long since returned to my nine-to-five at the store and the pandemic has receded from public memory, I have not missed a day of writing since I began. The yellow legal pads, covered by my left hand, continue to grow and grow until my basket literally overfloweth.


Writing has become important to my daily life, a practice that I enjoy and have never once felt an effort to complete. It takes me back to my teens when I kept a diary (locked up in a drawer away from anyone’s eyes). I’m very fussy about the pen situation. It must glide easily over the page, or I lose my thoughts. This may seem silly as most do not write in pen and ink but rather computer, computer! I have never touched that particular machine, nor the cell phone, and I never shall.


That I’d never miss a single day of writing would not have occurred to me when I began, but in retrospect it makes a lot of sense. While I am disciplined (to a fault, I might add), the practice goes beyond force of habit. Despite my appearance as “put together,” I am probably the frailest person I know, worrying that catastrophe and chaos lurk around every corner. That is why I started to write; I didn’t want fear to drag me down.


I don’t want to sound like a malcontent. In some ways I am. I have known devastating unhappiness along with loneliness, not to mention physical problems—everything most people go through in this life. From this writing each day, however, I have let go of so many irritating things. This sounds simplistic but by digging deeper I have found some sort of peace. Writing is an outlet for so many feelings, good and bad. It eases the tensions and also the quietness. Ending every day fulfilled and accomplished by simply putting pen to paper, I want to offer up some sort of thank-you, a prayer perhaps.


People—friends, my children even—applaud me for the diligence and commitment to my legal pads. But no one fully understands the compulsion that arises, regardless of how I feel mentally or physically. It is as if my pen, or “wand,” were my director.


I have had many lives. I can still remember being a frightened young bride from Chicago arriving in New York City, where I raised two children, split up from my husband, Sonny, suffered a nervous breakdown, and reinvented myself as a workingwoman and a weekend housewife to my friend Jim, with whom I never fully merged lives but spent wonderful years enjoying each other’s company in the country from Friday to Sunday. When he passed away, I had to reorganize my life yet again and became the lone person I am today.


I have come to understand that my perspective is of interest. This is mainly from all the people who approach me on the street, in letters and emails, even outside the ladies’ room at work. They are all types—young and not so young, men and women, fashion lovers and farmers—and they are looking for, if not advice, then a different point of view. In this dizzying time with little direction, many wonder what is to come and what will become of them.


At ninety-six, I am in a very exclusive group. I don’t think a great deal about my age, but when I look at the long list of doctor appointments facing me, then I know for sure just how old I am. The head is still working but the feet and legs don’t often agree. My withered hands will go before my brain.


However, old age has its advantages. We hopefully possess an important outlook by virtue of the fact that we’ve been alive for quite a while. Perhaps some of us in old age become a bit wiser; we have more time to acquire the advantage. Look at all the things we have learned and the great amount of information we have to pull from. I won’t say this club doesn’t have its frightening bits, but I’m more appreciative than ever that I am on my feet and for the day ahead.


I have learned that combatting fear and loneliness is a challenge, not of just old age but any age. Although I’m a pessimist by birth, I am one who believes in change, in part because I have experienced it in myself, albeit kicking and screaming. This is the perspective I want to share with the other lonely ones out there—and there are many of you. Until you take your last breath, it is possible to find new, happier, more fulfilling paths.


Between these two covers is a simple tale of an old woman writing thoughts and, most importantly, feelings. I know my views will not be to everyone’s taste. (I am apparently the last person living who refuses to wear shorts, use a cell phone, or work from home; I don’t believe in any of it.) Take what you like and leave the rest. This is my time to give back. That I truly believe in. For in the end, when I have departed, I do not seek grand accolades. Rather, I wish to be thought of as a person who was open to those who needed me.


I hope reading these thoughts will help others as much as writing them down helped me. My one fear in all the years I have been writing on my legal pads is that one day I will have nothing to put down on paper. I cannot allow that to happen. Even if I only write down what I ate for lunch, I will hold on to the pen and paper until I dry up.














ON WORKING













Busy Is So Frustratingly Wonderful


THERE IS NOTHING LIKE A BUSY DAY IN THE OFFICE.


I come to the store early each day before it is open. There are very few persons about as I walk the floors to see what’s new—maybe the man with the vacuum. I love the quiet of the early morning. Quiet is never boring at the office; it’s a peaceful retreat before the busyness of the day begins.


If I do run into someone, I throw out a one-liner for all to smile at. The other morning, around 8:30 a.m., I was making my rounds and saw the building’s painters, three great guys. One was just a kid when he came to the store twenty years ago. So many people have been working at the store many years: employees of the alteration department, the window dressers, the cleaning group, security, it goes on and on. In a strange way, Bergdorf Goodman is a family.


The other two painters have been patching the walls of the store even longer than the “kid.” Think about it: there is always change going on in construction and decor. Walls come and go, as do boutiques with famous, costly names above their entrances. The beauty of the store alone lends itself to opulence. There isn’t another one like it. With one side facing the Plaza Hotel and the Pulitzer Fountain, the store holds the whole fifty-eighth block at its command and in lovely taste. I cannot imagine it changed or demolished. All the people who have owned it in the past, and there have been many in my forty-eight-year tenure, have kept the store in pristine and tasteful shape. I am not a prophet but believe it will remain that way.


In those quiet early hours of the morning, before I begin my day with clients, I often go back into the past. Today, while walking the sales floor, I imagined my father, Harry, doing the same so many years ago. I remember him as a tough boss, who put in many hours as president of the Chicago department store Mandel Brothers. Those were hands-on retail days. He never, ever complained; he loved his work. I had to wait for Daddy to come home to have dinner, only to often sup without him when it got too late. He was totally engrossed, and I suspect rarely looked at his watch, which would have told him it was time to lock up. He was admired in the business not only for his work ethic but also for his innovations and treating his employees with the greatest respect. His secretary Marie—who stayed with him from early on, through all his career changes, until he died—was so intensely dedicated to him that she regularly placed flowers on his grave after he passed. While Daddy was still alive, she kept the same long hours as my father. A life outside of work did not exist for Marie, who was loathed by my mother.


This is ancient history, almost literally. Still, I think of my father while walking the floor and wonder, “Would he approve of the job I have done?” He was always so proud of me, even when I wasn’t doing anything.


Being idle is no longer available to me. I am very uncomfortable not doing a job. Work has become the most important thing in my life. When I am working, I feel, in one word, safe.


On Mondays, I go back to work with glee! I’m overjoyed to return to my desk and chair, and to my window in the office, which, for me, is a doorway to the world. From the glorious double-hung window I am able to care for the horse and carriages that enter Central Park, worrying for them when it is too hot and too cold. I love seeing groups of young people being escorted to the park with front and back “captains.” During the holiday season, the Christmas trees around the fountain are extravagantly glittery. My special favorite view is at twilight, when hundreds of swallows seem to come out of nowhere and flock to the trees right outside the office. Their silhouettes make beautiful patterns against dusk, and as quickly as it occurs, it ends when darkness falls.


As I look around my office of forty-some years, I gaze at some of the memorabilia. There are pictures of my family on my desk, none too current, as they do not enjoy being photographed. The photograph of my beloved dog, Max, who stayed with me through some of the worst times, has faded with the sun bright off Central Park. I will never eat the chocolate gun Joan Rivers sent me after spending a day at the store when I was distressed. There are five individual metal fingers, their nails polished, from someone unknown. One finger arrived at the office each day for five days. A mystery, never solved. There are magazines (now defunct) in which I appeared, dressing clients or giving advice to those in need, and many books written by people I have known, many gone, and all so very important to me. My most favorite memento, however, is a painting of the view from my desk, out the window, of the Grand Army Plaza fountain and horse and carriages. It was given to me when I published my memoir, I’ll Drink to That. I treasure it and always will.
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