
[image: Cover: Eat, Drink, and Remarry: Memories from a Lifetime of Art, Class, and Southern Charm, by Patricia Altschul.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Eat, Drink, and Remarry: Memories from a Lifetime of Art, Class, and Southern Charm, by Patricia Altschul. Gallery Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






For Whitney







Foreword [image: ]


You might think I have a charmed life, where I get to sit around all day on a piazza, eyeing the world through martini-colored glasses. Guilty as charged; I love having a cocktail while relaxing on a sun-dappled lounge chair. Who doesn’t? But the best thing about my life is that it has been rich in wildly diverse experiences that rarely involve being seated—and not necessarily the experiences you’d expect or even imagine.

I’m a former academic who (improbably) stars on Southern Charm, a reality television show. I was an art adviser who once bought and sold priceless paintings, and I’m an entrepreneur who has curated a line of affordable luxury products on the Home Shopping Network (HSN). I attended the Met Gala wearing a couture gown too voluminous to fit in a car, and I can feast at a crab boil without spilling one drop of butter on a starched white blouse. I love the finest imported caviar, but I’m equally happy with a Costco hot dog. I’ve been married three times but never had what most brides would call a wedding.

I enjoy—no, I love—being a contradiction. And I never say no to adventure. I’ll give you an example.

When I was an art adviser in the 1980s, my favorite way to travel between Washington, DC, and London or Paris was the Concorde, a supersonic jet that could cross the Atlantic in three and a half hours. It was expensive, but my client was paying, and the luxury of intercontinental travel without jet lag was priceless.

On top of being sleek and swift, the Concorde was pristine. When I board a plane today, I use an antiseptic wipe to clean my seat and everything adjacent to it (I’d clean the person next to me if they’d let me) because airplanes are flying petri dishes, breeding grounds for every germ known to man, and I don’t want to catch the plague. But the Concorde was so elegant that passengers actually dressed up for the occasion; blessedly, there were no flip-flops, muscle tees, exposed midriffs and navel rings, or hoodies in sight. On this occasion, I wore my favorite purple Thierry Mugler suit—a short, fitted skirt with a peplum jacket—and my highest heels. You might say I was a hot number.

Hot enough to catch the eye of the pilots, who watched as the passengers boarded. They were French, which says it all. Barbara Novak, my business partner, and I were settling into our seats when the flight attendant leaned over with an invitation. Would I like to join the pilots in the nose of the plane for takeoff? Would I? It sounded like an opportunity I shouldn’t pass up. When she ushered me into the cockpit, I felt like I had stepped into mission control at NASA. I was greeted by three pilots, two in the front, facing a huge instrument panel, and one on the side.

The flight attendant strapped me into my seat, an understatement because it was unlike any “seat belt” I had ever seen—full body, from neck to knees. My hands were free, which was a good thing because the attendant served me champagne and caviar. While I nibbled, I had a lively conversation with the two adorable pilots in the front. They were friendly and flirtatious as they tried to explain the various dials and gauges, which made no sense to me whatsoever. The third pilot was busy preparing for what was essentially a rocket launch.

When it was time for takeoff, the flight attendant cleared my tray and gave me headphones to protect my ears from the deafening roar that would ensue. We sped down the runway for what seemed like half a second; then, we were up in the air. When the plane approached Mach 1, meaning it would be traveling at the speed of sound, I was shocked to see an opaque heat screen descend over the windshield. The pilot explained that it was protection to keep the glass from shattering. When I questioned how they would be able to see where they were going, he laughed and said, “We never see where we’re going.” Everything was computerized, he reassured me. The heat screen would retract when it was time to land.

During the flight, the Concorde would reach Mach 2, which is twice the speed of sound, so fast that, in the words of one aviation expert, “It could effectively outrun a nuclear blast and catch up with the sun.” A panel in the passenger section kept track of the aircraft’s speed, displaying the numbers as they ascended to Mach 1 and Mach 2.

How many people have been lucky enough to do this? I thought as I sat in the cockpit. And how wonderful that I had this amazing opportunity because life is all about highs and lows and everything in between. I found and lost love, married in haste, and, well, you know… survived a few near-death experiences, dined with kings, and worried about being dinner when I visited a tribe of Mudmen in Papua New Guinea. I’ve enjoyed incredible friendships with remarkable people and stayed true to myself on a reality television show, which is a real accomplishment!

My roots are in the North and the South, although I definitely identify as Southern. There should be a pronoun for that. When people ask me to describe the differences between the two sensibilities, I offer this explanation, which goes back to the founding of America.

In the North, the founding fathers were Pilgrims, and most were very religious. They didn’t drink or smoke, and they were rigid in their social structure. They were not famous for their high spirits. In fact, they gave out scarlet letters for misbehavior.

But in the South, the founding fathers were aristocrats—gay cavaliers who loved to drink, dance, listen to music, gamble, and race horses. In other words, all the vices that one could think of were established early and have been traditions ever since. They were all about wine, women, and song, and that’s what I love about the South and why I’ve chosen it as my home.

My album of memories is varied and full of surprises. As that charming pilot on the Concorde said, “We never see where we’re going.” I certainly didn’t know what was ahead, but that’s what has made my life so interesting. I can’t wait to tell you my story.

Patricia Altschul
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This is not a memoir that begins with a sad tale of a deprived, Dickensian childhood. I was blessed with wonderful parents who adored their daughter—Madelyn Patricia—from the day I was born, and our life together was a great adventure.

According to family lore, my mother and father met at a cotillion in Richmond, Virginia. My mother, Frances Pearl Sudler, was a beautiful woman, polished in every way. She spoke French fluently, played the piano, and was a devotee of opera. She was skilled at needlepoint and calligraphy and an avid reader, especially poetry. She was also very intelligent. She studied nursing and radiology at Johns Hopkins and was in the Army Nurse Corps at the Walter Reed Hospital when few women had such demanding careers or any career.

My father, Walter Pettus Dey (pronounced “die”), was a graduate of the University of Alabama and Tulane University School of Medicine, a US Navy veteran, a surgeon, a diplomat, a world traveler, and an adventurer who had lived and worked in China and Japan in the late 1920s and early 1930s. He served as President Franklin Roosevelt’s medical adviser to the Far East. He was a dashing figure in his uniform and could be found in exotic places commanding a ship (he was the first captain of the first aircraft carrier), modernizing a hospital, and saving lives.

One grateful patient gave him a small statue of a Buddha to express his gratitude. I’m fascinated by this artifact because the Buddha is hollow, and to this day I can hear something intriguing rattling inside—a diamond, a ruby, or simply dirt and rocks? Since my repeated efforts to break it open have failed, I guess I’ll never know—but I’m happy imagining priceless gems!

Father retired at the age of fifty-eight and was seemingly a confirmed bachelor, the term used to describe a man who courted women but was unlikely to settle down and get married. However, he was a bit of a roué with the ladies because he was rumored to have handed out thirty engagement rings while he was single (which was most of his life). Then he met lovely Frances and was smitten. He recognized that the glamorous thirty-year-old who looked like a movie star was a sophisticated and accomplished woman who was his equal in every way. Given their medical backgrounds, they had a great deal in common.

I knew that Father’s family had reservations about the match, but I grew up thinking it was because my mother, who was a Philadelphia Main Liner, had committed the unpardonable crime of being born a Yankee, something the Deys, especially my father’s wildly eccentric sister, Edith, and her daughter, Edith, would consider suspicious. (Later, when I was an adult, our Big Edie and Little Edie reminded me of Jacqueline Kennedy’s cousins with the same names because somehow, the house my father bought for my aunts in Florida always ended up looking dilapidated like Grey Gardens.) The family’s ties to the South were strong. My grandfather Frank Edgar Dey was a brigadier general in the Confederate army, and my grandmother Carolyn Day (so she became Carolyn Day Dey, which is funny) was raised on her family’s plantation in Alabama.

I consulted a genealogist who told me that in previous generations, the Dey family went all the way back to the Edict of Nantes and that they descended from a French count who married into the Dutch royal family. Later, they were colonists from England, Holland, and France who owned considerable property in New Jersey, Connecticut, and New York, including Dey Street (the site of the World Trade Center), John Street, Pearl Street, and the Bowery.

I visited the Dey mansion in Wayne, New Jersey. The Dutch Georgian house, built in the 1700s, was where George Washington and my great-great-great-grandfather plotted to defeat Cornwallis at Yorktown and win the Revolutionary War. Washington frequently housed his troops there. Even though the family was Southern through and through, the rich history of Europe, the American Revolution, and old New York were somewhere in their DNA.

My father, who was born in Texas and raised in Florida, embodied this fascinating dichotomy. He revered his Southern roots but had a broader sense of life, unlike his relatives, who found it difficult to accept my mother because she was a Yankee interloper.

Or so I thought. I was forty years old when I learned the real story. Few things shock me, but this did. My mother had done something scandalous in her youth that raised eyebrows in Southern society. She had been married and divorced before she met my father, something that just wasn’t done at the time. But when I heard the details, I thought this brief chapter in her life testified to her strength and independence.

When she was in her early twenties, Mother fell in love with a handsome and successful banker who was the life of the party. Their courtship played out at dances and picnics with friends, and he seemed like a solid and sociable beau who would make an ideal husband. Immediately after they married, however, he became a different person, a controlling man who tried to cut her off from the outside world. He went off to the bank every day while she was a prisoner in an ivory tower, left alone with a cook, a maid, and a driver who watched her every move and reported back to her possessive husband. She was not allowed to see her friends or visit her parents because he was insanely jealous.

Another woman might have resigned herself to the uncomfortable fate of a marriage that looked good because her husband seemed to be spoiling her but was fundamentally wrong. I’m sure many did, but not my mother. After four unhappy months, her husband committed the unpardonable sin of raising his voice to her, behavior she considered a warning sign and the last straw. She called her parents and told them to hurry over and pick her up. “And bring a truck,” she said. She was not leaving the marriage empty-handed. In fact, immediately after she escaped from the house, she stopped at the furrier and bought four fur coats just to settle the score.

She got a divorce and set out to reclaim her life, which wasn’t easy to do because a young woman who willfully walked away from a marriage in the 1930s was considered a hussy. From Big and Little Edie’s point of view, a divorced Yankee was not a suitable bride for their brother. I’m sure they overcame their prejudices eventually because my mother was perfect.

As shocking as this revelation was to me, it underscored what I always knew about my parents. They were fiercely independent people who followed their own hearts and minds. My mother had the fortitude to walk away from a controlling man at a time when most women accepted that kind of situation as a life sentence. She and my father had chosen each other, and the past was nobody’s business, although they decided it was more prudent to forget about that first marriage. It says a lot about how men and women were perceived that my father’s reputation was never tainted by his thirty engagements, but my mother was defined by one failed marriage.

They married in 1938 at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, and I was born in Jacksonville, Florida, where my father was modernizing a hospital, in 1941. I was named after my mother’s half sister, Madelyn. My father picked my middle name, Patricia, because he imagined I would be petite and feminine, just like my mother, and he would call me Patsy. When I turned out to be a tomboy who towered over my mother, rode horses bareback, and played tennis, I decided that Patsy was too sweet and diminutive, so I changed it to Pat, although my parents always called me Madelyn.

My earliest memories are of our family being in constant motion, another way of saying we were vagabonds. My father often had high-level consulting jobs at hospitals all over the country, so, at various times, we lived in California, Texas, Florida, and Virginia, and my parents went to great lengths to make each place seem like home. There was always a selection of toys, a swing set (remember when they were made of metal and the poles lifted from the ground if you swung too vigorously? We’re lucky we weren’t all killed.), a bicycle, and pets—Fluffy, our enormous cat; Happy, my dog; and, later, Grey Ghost, my pony.

I loved Clearwater, Florida, where our house was right on the beach. The landscape in Florida was so different then—no high-rises, no thongs, no bottle service. Instead, long stretches of sand and the occasional quaint cottage hidden by tropical greenery. At our first house, our next-door neighbor was the writer John D. MacDonald, who was best known for his short stories in the 1940s and then went on to write bestselling crime thrillers, including the Travis McGee books. His son, Prentiss, was my best friend, and we spent idyllic days playing on the beach and in our gardens until a hurricane blew the roof off our house and we had to move to another.

I made friends wherever we lived, but my favorite playmate was my father. People often thought he was my grandfather because he was close to sixty and looked older than that, but he had the energy and enthusiasm of a much younger man. Lucky me, the fact that he was mostly retired meant that he had all the time in the world for me, and he had a great appetite for fun and adventure.

One of my favorite pastimes was listening to his stories as we turned the pages of the photo album that chronicled his world travels. The small black-and-white pictures showed sights most Americans had never seen—palaces, bamboo gardens, gorges, and rivers in China; villages in Nicaragua; his friend, Vajiravudh, one of the last kings of Siam. He described being on a gunboat and battling pirates on the Yangtze River, and he showed me pictures of his pet monkey, Joe, and his baby leopard. Father donated some of the exotic animals he adopted during his travels to the National Zoo in Washington, DC.

And, because he never treated me like a child, he allowed me to see the pictures in the back of the album—he had photographed the war victims who the Japanese slaughtered during the invasion of China, their fates documented for military records. Seventy-five years later, I’m still moved by the sight of the carnage.

My father even let me accompany him to the operating theaters in the hospitals he modernized. I sat there watching the operations, fascinated by procedures that might have scared other children. I was curious, and if my father thought I could handle the sight of surgeons at work, I knew I could.

We enjoyed more pastoral pastimes at our house in California, which was designed by my mother and bordered a vineyard. We spent time in the countryside, where he taught me how to fish and hunt, and I rode my horse—maybe a little too enthusiastically. I was only four years old when I fell off Grey Ghost and broke my hip. The treatment at the time was a cast that covered my lower body, making me look like a pint-size version of a mummy. I had to stay in bed for what seemed like forever, the worst kind of torture for an energetic child.

At one point, Father bought a helicopter, and we used it like the family car. It seemed perfectly normal to me to board the vibrating whirlybird and head off into the nearby mountains. One day, we flew to the church we attended on holidays, and I remember the other worshippers looking displeased when our landing disrupted the Easter service.

We often crisscrossed the country on “see the USA” road trips, which was my idea of hell because I would get carsick. Still, we were always game for new experiences and had a lot of fun along the way. Mother was the navigator, but she wasn’t very good at reading maps, so we often got lost and ended up in strange places.

On one of our trips, Father may have gone a little too far when he made Mother try the sport of bowling at a place called Comanche Bowl, where they served Coca-Cola (which I wasn’t allowed to drink because my mother thought it still contained cocaine—something she believed for the rest of her life). Picture petite Frances, who was always perfectly turned out in dresses—she never owned a pair of trousers—stockings, and high heels stepping up to the line to throw the heavy bowling ball. It’s an unlikely image I’ll never forget.

Mother didn’t have much faith in the schools in Florida and California and wanted me to have a proper education, so, eventually, we settled in Richmond, Virginia, near her half sister, Madelyn, who lived in nearby Hopewell. We moved into a stately Georgian brick house, and she enrolled me in St. Catherine’s, a fancy girl’s school.

After I had been there a couple of weeks, she asked, “Well, what did you learn today?” When I told her I learned how to pour tea and curtsy, she said, “Oh my God, this is not what I consider an education.” She quickly pulled me out of the school my mother thought was spending too much time on debutante preparation and enrolled me at Marymount, a Roman Catholic school that was ruled by French nuns who were academically oriented and very strict.

We studied Latin, French, math, geography—all the classics. The nuns expected us to work hard at our studies and conduct ourselves according to their elevated European standards. We had goûter, the French version of afternoon tea, every day promptly at four and conversed in French the entire time. We wore uniforms that were so shapeless it was hard to tell there were young women under all that fabric—but that was the point. We were there to cultivate our minds and our manners.

I was the only non-Catholic at the school, but I studied my Catechism diligently and won praise from my teachers for knowing my dogma inside out. I could recite the seven deadly sins like most children could name Snow White’s seven dwarfs, so I learned something!

My education wasn’t confined to school. My parents wanted me to share their appreciation for culture and the arts. When I was old enough, they took me on their trips abroad. In Europe, we visited museums and galleries, and my mother arranged for us to attend as many operas as humanely possible. Full disclosure: my father and I never shared her passion for opera. I wish I had asked her why she liked nothing more than listening to one diva or another sing—and, moreover, in another language—for hours at a time.

At home, my mother and I spent time at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, which had the largest collection of Fabergé eggs outside of Russia. I took art lessons and decorated my room with my drawings. I wasn’t particularly talented, but I loved learning about artists and their art, an interest that began with our family visits to museums and galleries and stayed with me for the rest of my life.

Our home in Richmond reflected my parents’ diverse tastes. While other houses in the city were filled with chintz, Williamsburg reproductions, and silver that had been buried during the Civil War, our decor was right out of Auntie Mame. Art deco rugs, Chinese vases, Eastern paintings, rare books, and collectibles from all over the world. My father displayed his vast collection of oriental objects on modern pieces, which my mother hated because she loved French furniture and pastel colors, but she always found a way to blend the disparate styles. The silver in our house was repoussé and Chinese and never spent a minute underground. I don’t know how neighbors viewed our eclectic approach to design, but I thought we were sophisticated while they were slightly more provincial. We were Southern but with a kick and a twist.

Not Southern enough, however, to share the misguided belief held by my friends who thought that the White House in downtown Richmond, the former capital of the Confederacy, was the only one that counted (an idea handed down to them from their parents). I knew—and accepted—that the Union won the war and that the real White House and the real president were in Washington, DC.

And, thanks to my parents, I was taught that all people are equal, an outlier concept in the segregated South. My father greatly respected historical figures like Robert E. Lee and Abraham Lincoln. He took me to see both their birthplaces. I sat in Robert E. Lee’s pew at our local Episcopal church and picnicked on the lawn at George Washington’s Mount Vernon. Father had a wonderful way of making history come to life, and his understanding of the past was inclusive. We had to appreciate and honor what had come before us, but the same man who befriended the king of Siam and saved the lives of people of all colors and origins never viewed the world through the lens of racial prejudice. He and my mother fostered that same vision in me.

The prevailing attitude in Richmond was that household staff was “the help,” and that was the tenor of life when I was growing up: domestic workers were paid next to nothing, undervalued, and often exploited. But the people who worked at our house were paid fair salaries and treated with respect: my parents were firm about that.

We were especially dependent on our cook because my mother, accomplished as she was, never mastered the domestic arts, meaning that she was clueless in the kitchen. The only recipe she knew how to make was a lime Jell-O mold with peaches and a square of cream cheese, no one’s favorite dish. Mother managed the house beautifully, but she never cooked. And while my father enjoyed preparing Chinese food (a legacy from his travels), we couldn’t live on his spicy (and sometimes unidentifiable) creations.

Our cook was a lovely woman. My father was so concerned about her comfort that he picked her up and drove her home every day, a small courtesy considering the magic she worked in the kitchen. I grew up on the best fried chicken (and fried chicken livers, which I still love today), collard greens, biscuits and gravy, and corn bread. Our cook was a single mother who was devoted to her son. When he was accepted at Howard University, my father paid his tuition because he believed everyone had a right to a good education.

While I was at Marymount, my parents heard about a coeducational Quaker boarding school in Ohio with a reputation for producing the highest number of Woodrow Wilson scholars in the country—the perfect place for me they decided. They were definitely motivated by their belief in the importance of a good education, but I think they were also concerned about something that had happened at Marymount.

One of the rites of passage at the school was a tea dance to celebrate the graduation of my eighth-grade class. It was supposed to be an innocent social gathering. Boys were imported from nearby private schools to dance with the girls, or we could invite a “little friend” to be our escort. Unbeknownst to my parents (until a concerned nun blew the whistle on me), my “little friend” was a handsome college student I met at our country club. He was more of a man than a boy—I think he was nineteen—and we had been dating for a few months. Let’s just say I was more physically developed than most girls my age.

My parents wanted to see the last of him (and I was ready to move on), so off I went to Ohio. I was excited about my new school, and the first thing that struck me was the diverse student body. We were our own little United Nations, with students from Spain, Japan, Korea, Canada, and other countries, and two Black students, so it was a very different experience for someone who had been in school in the segregated South. In fact, some of my classmates were freedom fighters who had traveled to Mississippi to protest segregation. One of the Black students—we were good friends who played basketball in the gym all the time—went on to become “Mr. World,” an international bodybuilding champion, which may have seemed an unusual career choice for a potential Woodrow Wilson scholar.

The academic program was rigorous, and the school also taught us the importance of public service. We had to be mindful of the community and participate in charitable activities on weekends—that was the Quaker way. We attended a Quaker meeting every Thursday and Sunday, a time to sit and reflect. Learning how to meditate at a young age made it easy for me to do it later in life.

Lest I paint too saintly a portrait of my high school years, let me add that we knew how to have a good time and did so whenever possible. Boys and girls could go skating (and hold hands!), take walks, and attend socials. The golden ticket was a permission slip. If a parent signed a slip, a student could go to another student’s home for the weekend, and then all rules were off, meaning that we might slip into a dance at a local high school and learn the steps to the hot new dance, the bop.

When I was a freshman, my beau was a senior named Warren. He came from a wealthy family in Illinois that owned an aviation business and had a convertible and a plane. Despite my parents’ concern about my brief May/December relationship when I was at Marymount, they really did trust me implicitly, so they allowed me to fly home with him for weekend visits, with Warren piloting the plane. We stayed with his mother and would do things like go to a state fair and ride the Ferris wheel.

(Let me be clear: I would never allow a child of mine to fly on a plane piloted by a teenager.)

The entire time I was in high school, nobody did drugs, nobody smoked, and, blessedly, nobody got knocked up. There were three categories of sex way back then: necking, petting, and going all the way. We didn’t know much about anatomy and thought if you dared to go all the way, you automatically got pregnant, so we respected the guardrails and were relatively chaste. For the most part, we were a pretty tame group.

But that’s how it was in the 1950s, relaxed, fun, and safe, like Happy Days, Leave It to Beaver, and Father Knows Best. In Richmond, we ate at tearooms and walked to places at night. When I was sixteen or seventeen, my parents let me get a black party dress at Montaldo’s, a very fancy dress shop. I felt like the most sophisticated person in the world, but, of course, I wore it with Mary Janes, pearls, and little white gloves, so I didn’t look like the siren I imagined. I always say that we were lucky to come of age in this sleepy time because we weren’t bored by innocent pleasures. Without the Internet, social media, TikTok, and all the other Pandora’s boxes that opened in the ensuing years, we couldn’t even imagine the temptations ahead.

Recently, I was going through some old photographs and suddenly remembered all the accidents I had at boarding school—when broken bones were a way of life. During my first week in Ohio, a boy squirted me with a water gun, and I chased him down the hall to retaliate. Just as I caught up with him, he slammed a heavy oak door with Tiffany glass panels, and my elbow went through the glass. The wound was so deep and jagged that it looked as if I had been attacked by a shark. My poor father had to fly to Ohio to oversee my stitches.

Another time, my friend Vicky and I snuck over to a neighboring farm to go horseback riding. I loved horses and was an experienced rider, but snow was on the ground, and the horse we borrowed stepped into a hole while we were galloping. Vicky was sitting behind me and holding on to my waist, so I was unable to do an emergency dismount when the horse tried to throw me off, and I fell under him. Then he jumped over me and broke my sternum. My father had to come back for that accident, too.

And a year later, the same horse stepped on my foot and broke two bones, prompting another emergency visit from my father. He may have regretted sending me to Ohio.

I was on my own when I had an unusual accident at a riding camp in Ireland. Most summers, I went to a riding camp in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where we rode English style on thoroughbreds. I was becoming a serious equestrian and needed to train at a proper stable, so my parents sent me to a fancy riding school in Ireland. The horses were big—they measured sixteen hands—and one day, the instructors had us jump over low stone walls. I fell off and landed on a piece of barbed wire. The Irish doctor who took care of the wound on my derriere must have had a sense of humor because he stitched it in the shape of an X. When it healed, I had a white scar that looked like a big kiss. The funny thing is that none of my husbands noticed it. But whenever I see it, I feel like a centerfold. Ah, the mishaps of my youth.

Like my father, I was somewhat of a dichotomy because while I received a top-notch liberal education from the Quakers in Ohio, I also prepared for one of the most retro Southern traditions, my official debut into Richmond society. Second only to a wedding in important social rituals, the debut involved wearing a virginal white dress and being presented to the elite members of the community.

Grandmother Mandy, my mother’s mother, wanted to do something special for me on this big occasion. I had very thick, unruly hair, and a new process called a “permanent wave” promised to turn even the most rebellious locks into smooth curls. My hair was uncontrollable and could benefit from taming. My grandmother made the arrangements, and I reported to the beauty salon for my big treatment. The hairdresser sectioned my hair and wrapped it around what looked like chicken bones. Then, she applied a foul-smelling formula that was so strong (and, now that I think about it, probably so toxic) that it made my eyes tear.

It did more than that. When the “bones” were removed, I was left with hair that looked like the Bride of Frankenstein had stuck her finger—maybe her whole hand—in an electrical outlet. My short hair stood out from my head in evil twists: Medusa on steroids. I started crying uncontrollably, and this time my tears were real.

There was absolutely nothing we could do about it. The only solution was to wait for the hair to grow out and then cut it. But time was not my friend. The debutante ball was imminent, so I had no choice but to show this unfortunate hairstyle to the world.

On the night of the ball, I put on my beautiful white dress with the pink bow in the back, descended the stairs at the Jefferson Hotel, and danced the first dance with my father. We were assigned escorts from the local military academy for the dances that followed. The evening is a blur, but I do remember feeling humiliated when my friends laughed at my hair—they thought it was hysterical. I thought it was a tragedy.

Needless to say, there’s not a single photograph from that terrible evening, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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While I was still at boarding school, my parents moved from our house to an apartment in Richmond because my father’s health was deteriorating. He had been diagnosed with leukemia and was having trouble navigating the stairs. Then, in 1959, immediately after my eighteenth birthday, he passed away and was buried at Arlington National Cemetery. He was seventy-seven, which seemed so old at the time. Now, I think of it as middle age. Unlike most men in the 1940s and 1950s, my father was so present in my life that his absence left a huge void. My mother and I were devastated—lost—and the only way we could imagine moving forward was to keep moving. We planned a whirlwind tour of Europe, hoping that traveling from one destination to another would distract us from our terrible loss.

My mother had another motivation for spiriting me out of the country. During my senior year, I had a star-crossed relationship with a sophomore at Dartmouth who came from a wealthy Jewish family. His parents disapproved of me because I wasn’t Jewish, and my mother disapproved of him because his family had the nerve to consider me inappropriate. She hoped traveling would put an out-of-sight, out-of-mind end to this Romeo-and-Juliet dilemma.

The trip established a pattern that would continue for years to come. My mother and I, along with many suitcases, set off to see the world together. I wasn’t allowed to wear blue jeans on our first trip, so packing was more complicated because I had to have dresses and skirts—and their accessories—for all occasions. We traveled to Europe on the RMS Queen Mary, praised as the most elegant and sophisticated luxury liner when it launched in 1936. The ship was still impressive, and even though some people preferred to fly transcontinental, I appreciated a leisurely ocean crossing.
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