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In memory of my wife, Lillian Vallish Foote




things have ends and beginnings. . . .


—Ezra Pound


Canto LXXVI





PART I





Pasadena





CHAPTER 1
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By the time our bus was reaching the outskirts of Los Angeles there were very few of the original Dallas passengers left. James Hall’s sister was still here but somewhere back in New Mexico she had gotten bored with me and changed seats and now I could hear her talking away with a man who had come aboard in Phoenix. I was sitting next to a lady from Tucson now. She was worried to death about the Depression. She and her husband had lost everything because of it, and she wanted to know if I thought Roosevelt was doing enough. I said I had great faith in Roosevelt. She asked me why, but I couldn’t answer that except to say that my father had and he knew a lot about politics. She sighed and looked out the window and then I began to think of Pasadena and tried to imagine what the playhouse might look like.


“Excuse me,” the lady said. “What does your father do?”


“He has a men’s clothing store and he manages my grandmother’s cotton farms.”


“Are you an only child?” she wanted to know. Why on earth, I couldn’t imagine.


“No, ma’am, I have two brothers.”


“Older or younger?”


“Younger.”


“I have no children.” She sighed when she said that.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Your parents are blessed to have three children. My husband and I wanted children, but the Lord saw it another way. Bless be the name of the Lord. Where are you going, young man?”


“Pasadena.”


“Why?”


“Because I want to be an actor.”


There was a pause while she thought that over.


“I would think,” she said, “you would go to Hollywood for that, if you want to be in the movies.”


“Yes, ma’am, but I don’t want to be in the movies. I want to go on the stage and there is a school in Pasadena that will teach you about acting.”


“About acting?” she asked and she seemed genuinely puzzled.


“Yes, ma’am.”


There was a pause again as she thought that over. Then she sighed and looked at me and said, “What does it cost to learn something like that?”


“Five hundred dollars for the first year and two hundred and fifty dollars for the second year.”


“My God,” she said, sighing. “That’s expensive.”


“I know it is,” I said.


“Do they guarantee you a job when you finish your schooling?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Mercy,” she said, sighing again. “How much did you say?”


“Five hundred dollars the first year and two hundred and fifty dollars the second.”


“Let’s see,” she said. “What does that come to?”


“Seven hundred and fifty dollars,” I said. A figure my father had drummed into my head.


“Mercy,” she said, sighing. “Your people must be rich.”


“No, ma’am,” I said. “Not my daddy anyway. I have a grandmother that’s pretty well off I’m told.”


“Is she paying for it?”


“No, ma’am, my daddy is.”


She sighed again then and closed her eyes. I looked out the window of the bus, but I couldn’t see much except houses that looked like houses anywhere, or at least like houses I could see anytime in Texas.


The lady opened her eyes then and looked up at me, and said, “Seven hundred and fifty dollars is a fortune to me. A fortune.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and I wished she would get off the subject. I felt guilty enough about my daddy spending the money without her going on about it.


“We lost our home,” the lady said, “Our car. My God, this Depression is a terrible thing. Terrible.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I know it is,” and I knew in my heart it certainly must be, and I knew I should be concerned about it, and worry about it like my daddy and his friends at his store, but all I could think about was getting to Pasadena and starting school. My mother had told me that my Great Aunt Mag and her husband, Uncle Walt, were going to meet me at the Los Angeles bus station, and then I began to worry about what I would do if for some reason they couldn’t get there. How would I get to Pasadena? Now stop worrying about that, I said to myself. My mother says they are very dependable and they’re sure to be there. Before I had a chance to worry any further the lady next to me took two snapshots from her purse and held them up for me to see.


“This is the picture of the house we lost to the bank,” she said. “And this is the car. I’m going to Los Angeles to stay with my people until my husband can get on his feet again. We have no children, thank God. I don’t know what we’d do if we had children to feed and clothe. I hope to heavens your father is right and Roosevelt does know what he’s doing. Why does it take so long? This is September, September nineteen hundred and thirty-four. He’s had almost two years. How long is it going to take?”


I looked out the window, but it was getting dark now and I couldn’t see much except for lights coming from the houses we were passing.


The lady next to me called out to the lady across the aisle. “This boy,” she said pointing to me, “is going to acting school. It’s costing seven hundred and fifty dollars. Isn’t that right, son?”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said closing my eyes, hoping she would leave me alone, when the bus driver called out: “We’re coming into Los Angeles.”


I tried to look out the window again but it was pitch black outside now and I couldn’t see anything but the lights of houses and cars. Then I could see streetlights and buildings and more cars and people on the sidewalks and the lady across the aisle said, “We’re almost at the terminal now.”


We rode on for another five or ten minutes and the bus pulled into the terminal, which was all lit up and seemed much larger than the Houston or Dallas bus terminals. The bus driver stopped the bus and called out, “Los Angeles!” and everyone began to get up from their seats. The lady next to me patted me on the arm as we started down the aisle and said, “Good luck to you, son,” and I thanked her. I got off the bus and followed the people into the terminal. I saw Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt right away and they saw me. Aunt Mag hugged me and kissed me and Uncle Walt shook my hand as he said, “Welcome to California.”


*  *  *


Aunt Mag was my grandmother’s next-to-youngest sister. She immediately began asking question after question about our family in Texas. She idolized my grandmother and constantly interrupted my answers with descriptions of her kindness. She continued the questioning while we went to pick up my suitcase, which Uncle Walt insisted on carrying. Finally she stopped long enough to ask if I was hungry. I said I was, and she asked if I would mind eating in a cafeteria. I said I didn’t know as I never had. I was about to say that wherever they wanted to eat would be fine with me, but before I could she began to explain why she preferred this cafeteria. Not because it was cheaper than a restaurant, but because the food was the best she knew of in Los Angeles, and without looking at Uncle Walt she asked if he agreed. He nodded his head that he did, and I said that all I knew about cafeterias was that my Aunt Laura and Erin May went to one in Houston and got ptomaine poisoning from eating some butterscotch pie. “Well, that was Houston,” Aunt Mag said. “Nothing like that could happen in Los Angeles, could it, Walt?”


When we got to the cafeteria they instructed me to pick up a tray, napkin, silverware and showed me where to stand in line. I had not seen so much food on display before in my life and I had great difficulty making a decision about what to eat. I hadn’t been able to sleep much on the bus, but I was so exhilarated about finally being in California that I didn’t feel tired. The cafeteria seemed very glamorous, lit up as it was, and decorated in what seemed to me a very modern fashion. During dinner she said they would show me some of the sights if I was interested. I said I was. After we finished eating we got in their car and Uncle Walt drove us around Los Angeles. We passed some palm trees and Aunt Mag said, “I guess you know what they are?”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Palm trees.” They seemed much larger than the palm trees I’d seen in Houston and Galveston. I asked my father once why we didn’t have any in Wharton, and he said our soil was the wrong kind for palm trees. “Aunt Mag,” I asked. “Do the palm trees have coconuts?”


“No,” she said. “They don’t. Why is that, Walt?”


“Why is what?” he asked.


“Why don’t our palm trees have coconuts?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never heard.”


“Well, you should ask somebody,” she said.


“I will,” he said. “One day.”


“That’s your Uncle Walt, for you,” she said. “No curiosity about anything.”


My mother and grandmother had assured me Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt would have me stay in their Los Angeles apartment for an evening. Then they would drive me over to the YMCA in Pasadena where I would stay until the school office assigned me to a boardinghouse. After an hour or so of riding I was beginning to feel tired and I was about to ask if we could go to their apartment so I could get to bed, when Aunt Mag said, “Walt, we’d better take him out to Pasadena, so he can get settled.” I wanted to say, Oh no, ma’am, I’m supposed to stay with you and Uncle Walt tonight, but I felt shy and couldn’t bring myself to say it.


Pasadena was quite a drive from Los Angeles. Aunt Mag pointed out that we were passing through orange groves to get there, and it was too bad it was so dark out because they were quite beautiful.


When we finally got to the YMCA, I was so tired I could hardly keep my eyes open and Aunt Mag kept repeating over and over, “Look Walt, it’s a handsome building. I wouldn’t mind staying there myself—Look Walt, look Horton, isn’t it handsome?” I agreed I thought it was and then she said, “Walt, help him with his suitcase and be sure they have a room for him.” “All right, Mag,” Uncle Walt said, some of the few words he had spoken during the whole evening.


He got my suitcase out of the back of the car and I kissed Aunt Mag good-bye and I said I would call her and give her my telephone number when I knew where I would be living.


“All right, honey,” she said. “We want you to spend Thanksgiving with us in Vista with our children.”


I knew all their children lived in Vista, where Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt had once lived and I started to say my mother said she felt sure you would have me for Thanksgiving, but I didn’t. I followed Uncle Walt into the YMCA. After Uncle Walt heard they had a room available for me he said he’d better be off as it was late and they had a long ride back to Los Angeles.


My room was small, but clean, and I was so tired I fell on the bed and went to sleep with my clothes on.


I woke up early the next morning and decided not to unpack my suitcase, since I would soon be moving to my permanent home. I went to the lobby and asked the clerk where I could get breakfast. He directed me to a drugstore a block and a half away.


The drugstore breakfast—eggs, bacon, coffee, and orange juice—cost twenty-five cents, and I was about to ask for a second cup of coffee, when I thought I had better not because they might charge me for it and I knew I had to be careful with my money.


I paid my check and asked the clerk where the Pasadena Playhouse was, and he said he didn’t know as he had never heard of it, but a lady buying perfume said she knew. I asked if it was in walking distance. She said yes and told me how to get there.


I found the street it was on and in the distance I could hear church bells ringing from every direction. Pasadena, as I later found out, was a city of churches. I saw a building up ahead with a patio in front. There were two small shops and a small restaurant all on one side of the patio, all closed on a Sunday morning. I stopped to look inside the patio and I saw on the side of the building a closed ticket booth, and I called out to a man walking by. I asked if this was the Pasadena Playhouse and he said yes. I looked at my watch and saw it was almost noon and I thought about what I was going to do until the next morning when the school opened. I thought then of my mother and father and realized when it was noon here it was two o’clock in Texas. I knew they had probably done this Sunday what they did every Sunday. Mother had cooked a Sunday breakfast, grits certainly, ham or bacon and eggs, and biscuits, fig preserves, or maybe sausage instead of bacon or ham, and after breakfast my father would sit in the living room and read the Sunday paper, and Mother would go to the Methodist church with my brothers. I couldn’t remember whether it was her Sunday to play the organ or whether it was my cousin Daisy Armstrong’s. Then I suddenly thought of Miss Mina Barclay, who had also shared the organ playing until she committed suicide, hanging herself in her bedroom. I thought of my father’s store and I wondered how much business he had done the day before. Saturday was always the day he made money if he was to make any money. I knew the cotton crop had looked promising if it didn’t suddenly start raining and they could get it picked and to the gin. I looked up at the California sky to see that the sun was shining and I wondered if it was shining at home. I hoped so, because the last thing the cotton needed this time of the year was rain. I thought of my father locking up the store at night and wondered, since it was Saturday, how late he had stayed open and whether he had gone to Ray’s or the Manhattan Restaurant for fried oysters, like he did when I worked with him. I thought of walking home with him down the dirt road after our meal at the restaurant and being greeted by my mother as we came into the house, and my father telling her how his business had been. I thought of my bedroom then and my bed, and I realized my brother was sleeping in my bed now and that gave me a funny feeling. I looked up at the street sign and it said Colorado Boulevard, and I thought of the river at home, the Colorado. I looked up and down Colorado Boulevard, and I knew I was where I wanted to be, or thought I wanted to be, in Pasadena, California.


Or did I? I really wanted to go to New York City, but I came here because it was best, my father said, for a boy of seventeen to be in a smaller city. Colorado Boulevard was wide, but there was little traffic on this Sunday morning, and I thought of Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt in Los Angeles and I wondered what they were doing and I wished now I had said I was supposed to spend the night. Even with hardly any people around I knew I was in a city. All the buildings up and down the street told me so. Not a town like Wharton. I was all alone and didn’t know where to go or what to do. I thought, I’ll go back to my room at the YMCA, and maybe write a letter to my mother and father. What would I tell them, that Aunt Mag and Uncle Walt didn’t ask me to spend the night and left me alone with nothing to do? No, I couldn’t write that, because it would worry them. I’d just say I arrived safe and sound, loved Pasadena, had a look at the outside of the playhouse, and I was very excited and couldn’t wait until I met my teachers on Monday and saw where I was to live.


But where were the flowers? There were a few palm trees every now and again, but no flowers. I had seen pictures of Pasadena in the news reels at the times of the Rose Bowl parades, and flowers, particularly roses, seemed to be everywhere you looked. My grandmother had been to California and she said to her dying day she would never get over the flowers. Bougainvillaea was her favorite, she said. She tried growing it at home, but a cold spell killed it. Her Confederate jasmine lasted through all the cold spells, but not the bougainvillaea.


I thought about New York City then and I wondered what I would be doing there if my parents had allowed me to go. My cousin Nannie said it was the most exciting place she’d ever been in, even more fun than New Orleans and she did love New Orleans. She said the only thing she didn’t like about it was the subways. She was afraid to ride them, but New Yorkers rode them all the time. I wondered when I finally got there if I’d be afraid of them.


I walked up and down Colorado Boulevard for an hour or more looking in the shop windows. I saw a movie house. I forget now what picture was playing, but it was nothing I wanted to see. Even if it had been, I don’t think I would have spent money on a ticket. I passed a cafeteria like the one my aunt and uncle had taken me to the night before, only smaller. I tried to see without going inside how much things cost, but I didn’t see any signs, so I decided not to go in, and turned back toward the YMCA. I saw a small restaurant, no tables, just a counter and stools. I went in and they had the prices of the food over the counter. I saw they had a hamburger for ten cents, and I ordered one and also a Coke. It was two o’clock by then and four o’clock in Wharton. Church was over and our cook had fried the chicken for Sunday dinner. I wanted to find a telephone and call them up but I knew I shouldn’t, because my mother and father were making a real sacrifice sending me to dramatic school and we had to all be very careful how we spent our money. So I went back to the YMCA. The lobby was empty and no one around except the desk clerk, who was reading a paper. I thought, It wouldn’t break me to buy a paper and that will give me something to do.


“Excuse me, do you know where I can buy a Sunday paper?” I said as I went up to the clerk.


“No,” he said. “Not really, but I’m through with this, you can have it if you want it.”


“Thank you,” I said. “How much is it?”


“No,” he said. “I’m giving it to you.”


“Thank you,” I said.


So I took the paper and thanked him again and started for my room.


“We have a swimming pool here, you know,” he called after me. “You can go for a swim if you want to.”


“Thank you,” I said. “But I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”


“You don’t need a bathing suit here,” he said. “Only men use the pool, everyone swims naked.”


“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll think about it.”


I was too embarrassed to say I couldn’t swim, so I just went up to my room and read the paper and wrote a letter to my mother and father. I was suddenly so tired I fell across the bed and went to sleep. When I woke up it was almost ten o’clock, twelve o’clock at home, I thought. My folks were all in bed asleep, and I thought, I’ll never get to sleep now after this long nap, but before long I was sleepy again and I undressed and put on my pajamas and was soon back to sleep.





CHAPTER 2
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Pasadena Playhouse


I was up early the next morning, went to the YMCA office, paid my bill, took my suitcase, and began my walk to the playhouse. It was only seven thirty by then and I knew the school office didn’t open until nine, so I went to the drugstore where I had eaten the morning before and spent another twenty-five cents for breakfast. I lingered over my coffee as long as I could, but the drugstore was filling up with customers and I decided I’d better finish my coffee and let someone have my seat at the counter. I paid my bill and walked slowly down the street toward the playhouse.


It was eight thirty when I got there. The restaurant and the stores still weren’t open. The patio was empty except for a blond young man in a rumpled dark suit. He was smoking a cigarette and when he saw me with my suitcase he came over.


“Are you going to school here?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“I am, too. My name is Forsht. John Forsht.”


“Hi. I’m Horton Foote.”


“Where are you from?”


“Texas.”


“I’m from Pennsylvania. Did you just get in?”


“No. I came in Saturday night. I’ve been staying at the YMCA.”


“I just got here. I found somebody at the Los Angeles bus station that was coming to Pasadena and they gave me a ride. You had breakfast?”


“Yes. You?”


“No. I had coffee. I haven’t eaten for two days.”


“Why?”


“It’s a long sad story.” He threw his cigarette away. “Do you smoke?”


“Yes.”


“That was my last cigarette. Do you have any on you?”


“Yes.”


“Would you give me one?”


“Sure.” I took out my package of cigarettes and handed it to him. “Take a couple.”


“Thanks.” He did so. He lit the cigarette and shook his head dolefully. “You wouldn’t believe what happened to me. I had to change buses in Denver, and had a two-hour wait for the bus to Los Angeles and this man came over to me, a nice-looking man, and he said, ‘Are you from the East,’ and I said I was, and he said he could tell, he can always tell an easterner and then he said he hoped to get East one day and had I ever been to New York City and I said no, but I had gone to school in Philadelphia and he said, ‘Where,’ and I said, ‘Gerard College.’ He said he’s never heard of it and I said it was endowed by a man named Gerard for boys whose fathers were dead, and he said, ‘An orphanage,’ and I said no, it wasn’t that, as most of us there still had mothers and he looked up at the clock in the station then and he said, ‘Oh, boy, I almost missed my bus,’ and he went running away. Minutes later I went to get a Coke and a sandwich and I reached for my wallet to take out a dollar bill, and it was gone. That man had stolen it.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Can you believe it?”


“My daddy told me to watch out for pickpockets. What will you do?”


“Well, I’m on scholarship here and my room and board was paid in advance and I’ll be all right once I get in my boardinghouse. Then my brother will send me a little money so I can start eating lunches again. You couldn’t spare a quarter now, could you? I’ll pay you back in a week as soon as my brother can get some money to me.”


“Sure.”


“Thanks.”


I gave him a quarter and he started off as other young people began to arrive.


*  *  *


At nine o’clock a man came down the patio steps and said the school office was across the street. He told us to follow him and we did as he crossed the street to the house that looked like a house and not like a school office at all. I tried, without being noticed, to size up my fellow students walking with me across the street. There were twelve girls and seven boys. None of them looked any different than my schoolmates back in Wharton, except for one very beautiful girl, a platinum blond, dressed very well. Another I noticed was a middle-aged woman and when I heard her ask a question I realized she had an accent. What kind I didn’t know. Some of the prospective students seemed to know each other, and one girl, very stout, and dressed very flamboyantly, had a southern accent and kept telling everybody she was from Fort Worth, Texas, and that her name was Jody Schwartzberg. There were only two more people with suitcases and I found out later that most of the students were from the Los Angeles area and their parents had driven them over the night before as they had already been told where they were going to live.


Inside the house, just off the front hall, was the office and a lady in her early thirties, very regal looking, dressed in white, like she was about to play tennis. The man who had guided us over pointed to the regal lady and said, “This is Miss Eugenia Ong.” Miss Ong smiled and said in a very cultured accent, “Welcome. I’m also your speech teacher.”


After signing registration forms I was given the address of my boardinghouse on Oakland Avenue and was told I would now have the rest of the day to get settled in my new home and to report for classes at nine the next morning.


My boardinghouse, within walking distance of the school, was a two-story yellow frame house on a small yard with no flowers or shrubs. The owner of the boardinghouse, a plump, cheerful, nervous lady in her early fifties, said all her boarders called her “Boss,” which I did from then on with such regularity that I have forgotten her real name, which I’m sure was told me that first day. There was another student from the playhouse, she said, going to live at the boardinghouse, Charles Robinson from Hawaii, but he wasn’t due until late afternoon. There were two other boarders, elderly men, who had lived here a number of years, I was told. Linens were changed once a week and I was responsible to make my own bed each day, which I had never done in Wharton, and which I had only done haphazardly for the past few days.


My room was on the second floor. The walls were plaster and painted a very pale green. There were no pictures on the walls. A bed, a table, a straight chair, and a larger armchair were the only furnishings in the room. I tried the bed and it was comfortable enough. The Boss, when she brought me to my room, pointed out that Mr. Taylor, the older of the two men, had the room next to mine on the right and Monte (she never told me his last name or if she did I’ve forgotten it) had the room on the left. Charles Robinson was farther down the hall next to Monte.


*  *  *


I was in the living room that evening promptly at seven and the Boss was there with the two older boarders. They were listening to the radio.


“Come in,” she said cheerfully, “and meet Mr. Taylor and Monte. Mr. Taylor is a bookkeeper and Monte is a postman. This is Horton. He’s going to be part of our family now.”


The two men turned from the radio to look at me. Mr. Taylor was in his late sixties, and had the look of a man that spent his days behind an office desk and never out in the sun. He seemed kind enough and nodded and smiled at me as I went over to shake his hand.


“Welcome,” he said.


“Thank you, sir,” I said.


Monte’s face was a deep tan. Obviously, he spent hours in the sun delivering mail.


“Where you from?” he asked.


“Texas,” I said.


Charles Robinson, a thin, handsome boy, arrived then with his suitcase. The Boss went to greet him.


“Well,” she said, “here’s our friend from Honolulu. This is Charles Robinson.”


He looked at me, smiled, and walked over to me extending his hand.


“Hi.”


“Hi,” I said, “I’m Horton.”


“He’s from Texas,” the Boss said.


Charles then went to the other men and introduced himself.


“You visit now,” the Boss said, “or listen to the radio. I’ll get our dinner on the table.”


I was up early for breakfast the next morning and was about to start off for school when Charles Robinson appeared and begged me to wait while he had his breakfast so we could walk to school together.


John Forsht, the boy I had loaned a quarter to, was there when we arrived, as were a number of other students, all I’m sure as nervous and full of self-doubt as I was, and covering up their nervousness by constant chatter. Jody Schwartzberg, the stout girl from Fort Worth, was talking about her trip to New York City the previous summer and how disappointed she was that the Civic Repertory Theater had closed for the summer and perhaps permanently because of the stock market crash. She said it caused Eva Le Gallienne, “the greatest actress in America if not in all the world,” to lose all her wealthy backers. One girl asked who Miss Le Gallienne was and what was the Civic Repertory Theater. Her question was greeted with sarcasm by Jody, who then began a long lecture about the Civic Repertory Theater and Miss Le Gallienne, including all her acting credits.


*  *  *


Our classes were five days a week from nine to five with an hour off for lunch. We took lessons in eurythmics, fencing, speech, history of theater, scene design, French, and makeup. We had two hours of rehearsals, in which the three directors of the plays given on the main stage of the playhouse took turns directing us in plays to be performed, without scenery and only once, for our fellow students. The first two of these plays were a Roman comedy, the title of which I have mercifully forgotten, and Shakuntula,  a classic East Indian play. I had never heard of either of them, nor had any of the other students. Our directors were to be Lenore Shanewise and Thomas Brown Henry.


After a few days of classes, some of the faces and names came into focus for me, so when someone spoke of Peter Engel, for instance, I could immediately pick him out among the other students. Peter, tall and gangly, wearing glasses, with ruddy cheeks, spoke English as if it were not his native language. Early on he began paying attention to Peggy Carter, tiny, petite, and always unfailingly cheerful. She seemed even more petite next to him. We soon accepted them as a couple.


The name Skouras meant nothing to me, but I soon learned that to Californians, with any knowledge of motion picture studio hierarchy, it was a name to be in awe of, and I soon began to realize that Margi, with lovely brown eyes and golden curls, was treated with great deference by the other students because she was the daughter of a Skouras. Not the Skouras, but the daughter of his brother, a lesser Skouras, powerful enough in his own way. I asked Charles Robinson who the Skourases were and why everyone was so in awe of them as we walked to our boardinghouse together.


“Come with me,” he said and started walking in the direction of Colorado Boulevard.


“Where are we going?” He didn’t answer my question but kept going until we reached Colorado and when we got there he stopped and pointed to the movie house.


“What does the sign on that movie house say?”


“Skouras,” I answered. I had never noticed it before.


“They own a chain of theaters all over Los Angeles and her uncle is head of Fox Studio.”


“Well, then,” I said. “Margi has nothing to worry about if she wants to act in pictures. She’ll get jobs for sure.”


“I don’t know,” Charles said. “I hear her family are very strict, very religious, and don’t think much of actresses, and not too happy she wants to be one.”


John Pelletti, who had become friendly with John Forsht and me, had his eye on Margi Skouras, but had already found out that she was under strict supervision, not allowed to date. She could only marry someone chosen by her father. How he knew this I don’t know. The Skourases were Greek Catholics, a denomination I had never heard of before. It had to be explained to me the differences between Greek Catholics and Roman Catholics. Mary Virginia Palmer, from Phoenix, Arizona, I soon learned was a devout Roman Catholic, and went to Mass regularly. John Pelletti, warm-hearted and likeable, had also been raised a Roman Catholic, he told John Forsht and me, but never went to Mass and thought it all of no importance. Mary Virginia, with a very prominent nose, looked more Greek to me than Margi Skouras.


The two other Marys in our group, Mary Todd and Mary Green, though strangers before starting school, soon became friends. Mary Green was an enthusiast of Ethel Barrymore, the renowned stage star, and the other Mary was devoted to movie actress Ruth Chatterton. Mary Green was older than most of us and had a patrician manner about her walk and speech. Mary Todd, nearsighted and wearing glasses, was friendly, outgoing, and a great mimic.


*  *  *


I was early on, and continued to be my first year at the playhouse, enamored of Charlotte Sturges. She looked like a sturdy, less ethereal Katharine Hepburn and spoke with the clipped speech of Hepburn. She was interested in modern dance and her ambition was to go to Germany and study with Mary Wigman, the great modern dancer. I knew little of modern dance and nothing of Mary Wigman before I met Charlotte, but she wanted to talk of nothing else, and so I soon learned a great deal about both. Charlotte had brought her drum with her to school and had already began choreographing solo dances to her drum accompaniment.


The day arrived that the casts of the plays were to be announced. I was so excited that I wasn’t able to sleep the night before. I kept fantasizing about the kind of play it would be, and what part I would be given. At home Eppie Murphree had always given me the leads and I knew I couldn’t expect that to happen here in Pasadena with so many students wanting parts, but I hoped at least I would be given an interesting one, in an interesting play.


John Forsht, John Pelletti, Peter Engel, and I were to be in the Roman comedy, along with Peggy, Peter Engel’s girlfriend, and Jody Schwartzberg. I forget now who else was in it, nor do I remember much else about it. The play was a miserable experience for me. My sides made no sense to me, and when Tom Brown Henry, our director, announced he was going to read the play to us, I thought, Now I’ll understand what’s going on, but I didn’t. The other students began to laugh at certain lines, but I thought they were forcing their laughter to get in good with the director and later John Forsht and John Pelletti agreed with me. Tom Brown Henry, a talented but sarcastic man, felt the best method of helping you grow as an actor was to make insulting but witty remarks about your lack of talent and experience. He had one poor girl, Ruth Lewis, paralyzed with fear. She moved with such tension, her face flushed beet red, that I thought she was going to have a stroke.


“Loosen up,” he called out to her, “loosen up, for God’s sakes, you’re not playing a dummy in a department store window. Loosen up. Try again.”


She tried again and again and each time she got even tenser.


“Is that what you call loosening up?” he barked.


She began to cry then and he stopped rehearsals until, he said, she calmed down. The lady with the accent I had observed the first day had been watching rehearsals. She went to the girl and put her arms around her comforting her.


“You know who that is?” Jody Schwartzberg whispered to me.


“No,” I whispered back.


“That’s Barbara Vajda. She’s married to Ernest Vajda.”


“Who is Ernest Vajda?”


“He’s a famous Hungarian playwright. He’s under contract to Metro Goldwyn Mayer. They’re rich. She is driven to school every day by her chauffeur in her limousine. She’s not here to study acting, but wants to direct.”


After Ruth Lewis had calmed down, Tom Brown Henry asked us all to come near him in front of the room.


“Now,” he began as we were seating ourselves. “Now, I have to say this to you. The theater is a tough place. To survive you have to be tough. Now I’m not going to help you by flattering you and telling you how good you are. You are here to learn, I believe. You won’t learn by my flattering you, but by my telling you what you have to do to survive in this lousy business. Now Gilmor Brown, who as you know is the artistic director of the playhouse, will be along one day and give you inspirational talks about how the theater is a temple and you must dedicate yourself unselfishly to it, and that’s what he has done and that’s worked for him, but I tell you you’ll get kicked out of the temple if you don’t know how to walk across the stage without looking like an automaton and talking so low you can’t be heard. Now let’s get back to rehearsal.”


The next day he kept stopping me after each one of my speeches.


“Boy,” he would bark.


“Yessir,” I said.


“Where are you from?”


“Texas,” I said.


“Well, is that how they talk in Texas?” he sneered.


“I don’t know, sir. I guess so.”


“Well, I’m not from Texas and I can’t understand a word you are saying.”


“Yessir.”


He kept after me day after day.


“I can’t understand you, son,” he’d yell.


“I’m not loud enough?” I would finally ask.


“No. You’re loud enough. But you’ll never get anywhere with that accent.”


“Yessir.”


“Say the line again.”


“Yessir.”


I tried again and again, my heart sinking. I wanted to vanish, to die, to disappear, to be anywhere but in Pasadena in rehearsal. Why did I even think about being an actor. I was afraid if he stopped me again and made fun of my accent (he was by now imitating me by sounding like Amos’n’ Andy), I’d cry like poor Ruth Lewis.


When rehearsals were over John Forsht and John Pelletti said not to pay any attention to him as my accent wasn’t nearly as bad as Jody Schwartzberg’s and he said nothing about hers. I thanked them for their support, but I was so upset I could hardly eat my dinner and it didn’t help that Charles Robinson, who was in Shakuntula, babbled on and on about how inspiring the play was and how wonderful the director, Miss Shanewise, was and how brilliant Ralph Clanton, who was playing the lead, was and everybody in the cast agreed he was going to be a major actor one day.


*  *  *


Three days later, after speech class, Miss Ong asked me to wait after the others had gone and told me she thought I should get special help with my accent and recommended studying privately with her teacher, who was living here in Pasadena. I thanked her and she gave me the lady’s name and phone number.


I asked John Forsht the next day what he thought I should do. He said he’d think it over.


*  *  *


John Forsht was three years my senior and had been at Bucknell University in Pennsylvania for two years. A member of the Dramatic Society there, he had played in his last year the role of Hamlet as well as Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet. He vowed he would some day play Hamlet again and this time in New York. That was all very impressive to me. I hadn’t even read Hamlet or Romeo and Juliet, but I read them at once. He said Alexander Moissi, the great Reinhardt star, was the greatest Hamlet ever and he hoped one day to go to Germany and see him.


The next day John Forsht and John Pelletti and I were having lunch between classes at the fruit market around the corner from the playhouse. I asked John Forsht if he had thought anymore about my studying privately, and he said he had and thought I should at least talk to the lady.
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