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Foreword


It was a cold day in late November. I’d just finished running on the treadmill at the gym. I didn’t have a change of clothes and was covered in sweat, but I figured I could survive the half-mile walk home. As I made the final turn down my block, I noticed one of those people who doesn’t seem to exist outside of New York City. It was a black woman in her late seventies. She was dressed in a custom floor-length mink coat and matching mink hat. And she looked amazing. Under normal circumstances I’d have asked for her photograph. But these weren’t normal circumstances. It was very cold, I was drenched in sweat, and I didn’t have my camera with me—so I settled on just saying hi. “You look great,” I told her. And I intended to keep walking. But the woman had other ideas. Maybe she sensed an opportunity. Stephanie always senses opportunity.


“Let me ask you a question,” she said, waving me over with her hand. “Why is it only white boys who wear shorts in the winter?”
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Stephanie holds the railing of a building as she walks on the sidewalk. She wears a mink coat, a mink hat, and carries a sling bag.





And that’s how it all began. I laughed at her question and slowed down to reply, but I wasn’t given the chance. Because as soon as I came near, she asked me where I lived. I pointed at a nearby building. “That used to be the white ghetto,” she said. “I would sell rhinestone G-strings to all the hookers on this street. Everyone bought G-strings from me because they lit up like Christmas trees in the headlights.” Stephanie then launched into a monologue that lasted several minutes. It was clear that this woman was a born performer. She was onstage, and I was an audience of one. This show had no intermissions. And she never paused for applause.


One of the first things she told me was that she’d danced burlesque in the 1970s under the stage name of Tanqueray. She’d been quite successful at it, apparently. “I was the only black girl making white girl money,” she said. Then she told me about the first time she had sex. And the time she met James Brown. And the time she sold stolen mink coats for the mob. It was a frantic journey through space and time. One minute we’d be in the 1940s talking about her childhood in Albany, then suddenly we’d be in the locker room of the ’86 New York Giants. Occasionally there would be some connective tissue between the stories, but most of the time there wasn’t. It was a jukebox of stories set on random. But all of the stories did share one common trait: they were all captivating. And Stephanie could recount all of them in photographic detail.


As the monologue grew richer and richer, I began to feel the familiar itch I get in the presence of any great story. I should be writing all of this down. So I waited patiently for Stephanie to inhale, then I jumped in to interrupt. “I run a website called Humans of New York,” I told her, pulling out my phone and scrolling through my work. “I’d love to feature you. But I need to run home and grab my camera.” I could tell she was a bit confused. And my credentials didn’t mean much to her. But she was also enjoying the audience, so she agreed to wait. A few minutes later I returned, still wearing shorts, and took a few photos. Then I pulled out the notes app on my phone. Normally when I interview someone, there’s a process I follow. I’ll ask a few broad questions to find the story. Then I’ll pull on the thread with a long series of follow-up questions. But none of that applied to Stephanie. I just let her go and wrote down everything she said. A few choice excerpts from those first set of notes:




The head of parole fucked my mother ’cause she was prime pussy.


We always sent Brenda out first because she could play the harmonica with her coochie.


Those are the ones with boobies but still have the equipment which the straight men love ’cause they can get done up the butt.





It was wild, wild stuff. All of it seems so familiar now, because I’ve spent countless hours talking to Stephanie. These days I can listen to her describe the most graphic sex scene without raising an eyebrow. But on that first day I listened to all of it with my mouth wide open. I’d never heard anything quite like her stories. They were full of wild characters: Joe Dorsey could pick any lock in the city. And he could get by any doorman because he dressed like Wall Street. There was a lot of unconventional sex. Men would line up at the stage with ketchup and mustard. But all of it was delivered in the deadpan of someone completely at ease with the subject matter. Nothing seemed to shock Stephanie. As soon as I got back home, I searched the internet for anything I could find on this woman. The only thing that came up was a “slice of life” piece from an Economist reporter who’d done a short profile on Stephanie’s favorite diner. The article featured quotes from several regular customers. One of them was Stephanie: “I used to be a stripper called Tanqueray,” she’d told him. “I’m going to make a book out of my life one day.” Then apparently he moved on to the next booth. Whoops.


That night I did my best to structure a few of Stephanie’s monologues into chronological order. I posted them on Humans of New York alongside the pictures I’d taken, and the response was greater than I’d anticipated. Much greater. Quite frankly, people went nuts. After forty years of retirement, Tanqueray had burst back onto the stage in a big way. Stephanie couldn’t leave her apartment without being stopped for photographs. Reporters were calling her on the phone. Her old hairdresser, who lived in LA, heard a rumor that Halle Berry wanted to play Stephanie in a movie. When I called to check on her, she was a bit confused by all the attention. “What’s the name of your newspaper again?” she asked. But she was having fun. A lot of fun. She didn’t really need to know the details. All she needed to know was that she was back in demand. “I’ve got a lot more stories,” she told me. “We should talk some more.”
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Stephanie rests her left hand on the railing of a building and rests her right hand on the left as she talks. She is standing on the sidewalk.





And that’s just what we did. We started meeting regularly for interviews at the diner near her house. Or more accurately—we’d meet at her place, she’d grab on to my arm, and I’d escort her to the diner. Even though the total distance was half a block—it was a harrowing journey. Stephanie moved less than one mph. The first time we crossed 9th Avenue, the pedestrian signal turned green, and then it turned red again—and we were still in the middle of the intersection. Stephanie was obviously in poor physical shape, but she always insisted that we make the trip. The diner was her second home. She knew every waiter. She told me several times that she was planning on getting one of them a stripper for his birthday. She always ordered a burger and fries. The next day she’d complain that she needed to stop because the salt made her legs swell up. Then she’d order the burger and fries again.


Our original plan was to make a book together, or perhaps a podcast; I would help give structure to Stephanie’s stories and then she could tell them in her own voice. Over the next few months, we’d probably meet about twenty times. I’d bring my laptop to each one of these meetings because Stephanie talks fast. It wasn’t long before I had nearly one hundred pages of single-spaced notes. I began to hear the same stories again and again. But I was always amazed at their consistency. Even on the third or fourth telling, the stories would match up almost word for word. I could almost finish her sentences for her. But each time I was finally convinced I’d heard every one of her stories, she’d surprise me with a new one. And it would be wild. “How in the world have you never told me this before?” I’d ask. And Stephanie would just shrug.


With every meeting at the diner, my collection of notes grew longer, and our planned book grew longer and longer. But Stephanie’s health seemed to be getting worse. She was wincing a lot during our walks to the diner. Sometimes she’d cry out in pain. I always dreaded the process of getting her into the diner booth. It involved a lot of lifting, and a lot of screaming. Some of the screaming was directed at the universe. A lot of it was directed at me. And when it was time to leave we’d have to do the same thing in reverse. She was so unsteady on her feet that I always wondered how she was able to get around her apartment. But Stephanie is fiercely independent. She never wanted to meet at her place. She always insisted we make the trip to the diner—no matter how long it took.


After the pandemic hit, Stephanie and I stopped meeting in person. I began working on our manuscript, and every few days we’d jump on the phone to flesh out some of the details. Between these conversations, Stephanie would leave me a voicemail whenever she thought of something new. She’d also leave me a voicemail when something pissed her off on television. And she’d leave me a voicemail whenever she dreamed about her ex-husband Carmine. Stephanie had a lot of dreams about Carmine. So when a three-day period passed without a single voicemail, I began to get worried. Every time I tried to call, there was no answer. Finally I asked a neighbor if he could go check on her, and when he knocked on her door, he heard a faint voice calling from the back of the apartment. Stephanie had taken a bad fall on the floor of her bedroom. The paramedics broke down her door and took her to the hospital in an ambulance. Stephanie was not happy about the door. And she was not happy about the ambulance. She still yells at me about it to this day.


After that fall Stephanie was no longer able to walk. She was having trouble sleeping. The pain in her legs had become unbearable. When I’d push her down the street in a wheelchair, she’d scream in agony every time we hit a crack in the pavement. It was clear that she needed major medical attention. But Stephanie had been living off the grid her entire life. She didn’t have any savings or health insurance. We were hoping that the book would raise some money for her. But it was still a few months away from being finalized, and it was clear that we didn’t have that kind of time. So we came up with a new plan. We would have to share the story directly on Humans of New York. That weekend we spent a few hundred dollars on wheelchair-accessible Ubers and drove Stephanie to many of the places that were featured in her story. We took hundreds of photos. I cut down our manuscript by about fifty percent, then arranged what was left into Instagram-sized chapters. Then I prepared to post what was perhaps the longest story ever shared on social media. It consisted of thirty-three different chapters, and it would be shared over the course of an entire week. I felt uneasy as we approached the day of publication. I’d already spent months working on Stephanie’s story, and now I wasn’t sure that anyone would read it. Who was going to stop scrolling through Facebook and Instagram for long enough to read a fifty-page story?


Quite a few people, it turns out. Stephanie’s story was the most popular I’ve ever shared. Over three million people read the twelve-thousand-word story in its entirety. There was a bidding war for the television rights. And we raised almost 2.7 million dollars to cover her living expenses and healthcare costs. I’d underestimated the audience. And I’d certainly underestimated the power of Tanqueray.


When all the dust had settled, we were finally able to finish that book.


This is the full story of Tanqueray that we were always planning to tell.


—Brandon Stanton
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A painting of a rose on a paper. There is an outline around the flower.





Tanqueray, Tanqueray, Tanqueray . . .
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Stephanie sits at a table and shows her photo from modeling days. She wears a tiara.





When this photo was taken,


ten thousand men in New York City knew that name. My signature meant something to them. They’d line up around the block whenever I was dancing in Times Square, just so I could sign the cover of their nudie magazine. I’d always write: You were the best I ever had. Or some stupid shit like that. Something to make them smile for a second. Something to make them feel like they’d gotten to know me. Then they’d pay their twenty bucks, and go sit in the dark, and wait for the show to start. They’d roll that magazine up tight and think about their wives, or their work, or some of their other problems. And they’d wait for the lights to come up. Wait for Tanqueray to step out onstage and take it all away for eighteen minutes. Eighteen minutes. That’s how long you’ve got to hold ’em. For eighteen minutes you’ve got to make them forget that they’re getting older. And that they aren’t where they want to be in life. And that it’s probably too late to do much about it. It’s only eighteen minutes. Not long at all. But there’s a way to make it seem like forever.


I always danced to the blues. ’Cause it’s funky and you don’t have to move fast. You can really zero in on a guy. So that it seems like you’re dancing just for him. You look him right in the eyes. Smile at him. Wink. Put a finger in your mouth and lick it a little bit. Make sure you wear plenty of lip gloss so your lips are very, very shiny. If you’re doing it right, you can make him think: Wow, she’s dancing just for me. You can make him think he’s doing something to your insides. You can make him fall in love. Then when the music stops, you step off the stage and beat it back to the dressing room.
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Stephanie in her childhood stands in front of a fence.





I grew up an hour outside of Albany. The neighborhood wasn’t too nice, but it was better than the black neighborhood on Hill Street. Right now, the house looks like shit, but back then it was completely clean. And my job was to keep it that way. My mother would come home after work and run her hand along the dining room table. Then she’d look at the tip of her finger. If she saw a speck of dust, she’d beat me with a belt. I hated that woman. The only thing I liked about her was her style. She looked just like the movie star Lena Horne.
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