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“I always take out two women.

 
 I hate to see a girl walk home alone.”


—Groucho Marx, to Charlotte Chandler
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                    BEHIND
                        THOSE BETTE DAVIS EYES, under the blue eye shadow, beneath the false eyelashes
                    was the private Bette no one, not even Bette herself, really knew. The world
                    knew only her extended self—the image of her as reflected in the parts
                    she played, “all those bitches I had to take everywhere with
                    me.”

                 “When I die,” Bette Davis told me,
                    “they’ll probably auction off my false eyelashes.”

                 And they did.

                 At the estate auction held at Doyle’s Auction House in New
                    York City, Bette’s treasured soup tureen, her prized dining room chairs,
                    and a box of her false eyelashes were featured.

                 The eyelashes brought $600.

                

                 “ON THE OCCASION of
                    Elizabeth Taylor’s fiftieth birthday,” agent Robert
                    “Robby” Lantz told me, “there was a tremendous party
                    planned at the home of Carole Bayer Sager, who was three doors away from
                    Elizabeth’s.”

                 Lantz was invited to the party, as was Bette Davis, whom he
                    represented for many years, and who was his friend.

                 “I told Bette that I would take her to the party.
                    ‘I’ll come by and pick you up at nine o’clock.’

                 “She said, ‘The invitation is for eight
                    o’clock. If I’m invited at eight, I’m coming at
                    eight.’

                 “I said, ‘Bette, I know Elizabeth for a hundred
                    years. I love her dearly, but eight o’clock for Elizabeth means ten. So
                    let’s go at nine.’

                 “She said, ‘No. No, no, no!’ So, that’s
                    all. I do what Bette wishes.

                 “I picked her up. We arrive at the house, and there’s
                    no sign of Elizabeth. There aren’t many people there. Gradually, by
                    nine-thirty, maybe a little later, the house had filled with everybody of any
                    consequence in Hollywood; heads of studios, stars, directors, agents.

                 “The fiftieth birthday of Elizabeth Taylor!

                 “Bette sat in a big chair in the drawing room, and she
                    didn’t look at all pleased. As time went on, she looked even less
                    pleased. She said to me, ‘I am not enamored of big parties!’

                 “I knew we weren’t going to get started with dinner
                    until after ten and that Bette was probably going to want to leave early. I made
                    a plan so we could get up and disappear. I arranged with the driver where he
                    should be with the car.

                 “And that’s exactly what happened. Bette had already
                    been there so long, she didn’t want to stay until the end of the dinner.
                    We left, and I was hoping we wouldn’t be noticed.

                 “But as we went toward the car, we heard the sound of
                    someone wearing high heels running after us. It was Elizabeth. Running right
                    behind her was Michael Jackson.

                 “Elizabeth was so out of breath that it took a moment before
                    she could speak. ‘Robby,’ she said, ‘could you please ask
                    Bette if she wouldn’t mind. All Michael wants is, please, could he have
                    his photograph taken with her.’

                 “Now, Bette was standing right there, but Elizabeth
                    addressed her request to me, rather than to Bette, so I could act as her
                    agent.

                 “Michael Jackson was at the height of his fame, but that
                    didn’t matter to Bette. What mattered to her was that she had been a
                    guest in Elizabeth’s house, and it was Elizabeth’s birthday.

                 “Bette reached into her small evening bag and took out her
                    lipstick. It was dark, but she didn’t need to look into a mirror as she
                    put it on.

                 “Bette moved close to Michael, who was trembling slightly,
                    and posed, smiling directly at the camera.

                 “With Michael’s camera, which she had taken from him,
                    it was Elizabeth who took the picture.

                 “‘Take one more to be sure,’ Bette said, and
                    Elizabeth did.

                 “Bette Davis was a true star’s star.”

                

                 PRINCESS DIANA LEARNED from her hairdresser, Richard Dalton,
                    that he had been invited to meet Bette Davis, who was in London to promote her
                        bookThis ’n That. Thrilled by the
                    opportunity to meet her favorite actress, Diana delegated Dalton to invite Bette
                    to Kensington Palace to have tea with the Princess.

                 At the television station, Anne Diamond, the show’s hostess,
                    introduced her friend, Dalton, to Bette Davis, who was seated on the set.

                 Dalton was stunned to see how frail the actress was. After numerous
                    serious illnesses, she was skeletal, her face terribly drawn. In one bony hand,
                    she held a cigarette.

                 Bette relished a long breath of smoke, then slowly looked Dalton up
                    and down as she exhaled. “Sit down, young man,” she enunciated
                    quite precisely.

                 Dalton sat down.

                 Bette was smoking continuously. Occasionally, she reached for a
                    silver goblet. There were whispers that it contained something more than
                    water.

                 Dalton never found out what the goblet contained, nor did he care.
                    He was amazed that the actress, appearing so ill, was able to carry on at all;
                    but carry on she did, purposefully, astounding everyone present. Everyone there
                    felt that the TV audience would be pleased by their amazing Bette Davis
                    interview.

                 After the show, Dalton nervously delivered the royal invitation to
                    Bette Davis. He knew how dear to the heart of Diana the invitation was and how
                    much she was looking forward to tea with the great star, and he did his best to
                    convey this. He was anxious to come through for the Princess.

                 Bette answered without hesitation, but it wasn’t the answer
                    Dalton was expecting.

                 “I have never met royalty,” she replied, “and
                    it’s far too late now.”

                 Dalton tried to persuade her, todissuade her from her objections. All for naught. He returned to
                    Kensington Palace with his negative report.

                 He had tried his utmost, but the young and beautiful Princess was
                    not accustomed to hearing the word no. She was dismayed, terribly disappointed,
                    and perplexed.

                 “What did Bette Davismean?” she asked Dalton. Princess Diana did not live to be
                    old enough to understand.
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                    ONE MUST
                        LIVE in the present tense, but I have always lived in the present
                    tensely,” Bette Davis told me.

                 “I have few regrets, not because I’ve done everything
                    in my life perfectly, but because my mother, Ruthie, instilled in me the idea
                    that I should never think about what I’ve missed, only about what
                    I’m missing.”

                 From the time she was a little girl, Bette felt that life had
                    something exceptional waiting for her, and that it would find her or that she
                    would findit.

                 “None of us knows what our future will be, but you might say
                    I was born with two crystal balls.

                 “I wanted the lioness’s share. I had to be the best.
                    I’m an overachiever. I always had the will to win. I felt it baking
                    cookies. They had to be thebest cookies anyone ever
                    baked. But there was a price to pay.

                 “If a man is dedicated to his work, he’s more of a
                    man. If a woman feels that way, she’sless of
                    a woman. Those same qualities that women find so absolutely wonderful in a man,
                    men don’t find so wonderful in a woman.

                 “I’m the one who didn’t get the man, which is
                    the more interesting character on the screen, but in real life sometimes I wish
                    I could just have been the girl who got the man, and kept him. I got four
                    husbands and several lovers, but I didn’t keep any of them. I was invited
                    to the White House, but no man stayed to sharemy
                    white cottage.”

                 She enjoyed being Bette Davis but sometimes it was a burden.
                    “People wished to see the character they saw on the screen, or there were
                    looks of disappointment on their faces.

                 “They actually expect you tobe
                    certain characters they saw in the films. They think I’m a difficult
                    person because of the parts I’ve played. They’re disappointed in
                    you if you don’t say those lines. They don’t want you to be out of
                    character.

                 “I expect you to tell everyone that I’m not that
                    person. Anyway, I’m notjust that person.

                 “I feel your audience, if you are a star, comes to see you
                    with certain preconceptions and expectations. They do not want you so
                    predictable that everything you are going to do is predictable, but they do want
                    you to be at least within fifty percent of the character they are expecting.
                    Speaking loosely, I would estimate about seventy-five percent is generally good.
                    The trick is to go as far as you can, but not too far.

                 “Of course, I understand that a public person gives up a
                    certain right to privacy, but I never wanted to be in the ‘slime
                    light.’ ‘Press’ is all too often made up of two words,
                    ‘pry’ and ‘mess.’ They’re too busy looking
                    for ‘bedlines.’

                 “No one has been able to get any headlines, or bedlines,
                    from me, thank you very much. I’ve never been the kiss-and-yell type.

                 “I’ve never understood wanting to put public people
                    under the microscope. I do not understand this celebrity culture in which we
                    live. Why are we so fascinated with the private lives of public people?

                 “Why are we peephole people?

                 “I’ve always hated being gossiped about. When I heard
                    that people were talking about me, I consoled myself with what my mother,
                    Ruthie, used to say: ‘Birds peck at the best fruit.’

                 “Sometimes I’m asked, ‘Have you ever had a
                    face-lift?’ No. Isn’t it perfectly obvious? Or, ‘Is that
                    your real hair, Miss Davis?’ Yes, indeed it is. And these are my real
                    eyes, my real teeth, and my real tits.”

                 Despite the negative aspects of fame, Bette cherished and enjoyed
                    her own celebrity. She felt she had earned it. “I’m proud to say
                    that I’ve paid my dues,” she told me.

                 “Joe Mankiewicz [writer-director ofAll
                        About Eve ] once told me, ‘Bette, on your tombstone will be
                    inscribed, “She did it the hard way.”’ When he said that, I
                    took it as a very large compliment. I was totally flattered. Totally. I thought
                    it meant I hadn’t slept my way to the top, that I was areal actress. I liked that. Of course, I’m not
                    ready for my epitaph,yet!

                 “Then, I rethought what Joe said. Now I think what he meant
                    was that if therewas a hard way to do something,
                    I’d choose it—for myself and everyone around me. But I had my
                    standard for the film. Excellence. I couldn’t let anything get in the way
                    of that. I never made it harder for anyone else than I did for myself. You know,
                    I’m not quite as feisty as people think.

                 “Someday I mean to call dear Joe and ask him what he meant.
                    Joe is the kind of person who would do crossword puzzles in ink. One thing he
                    was right about. I probably don’t really enjoy anything if it’s
                    too easy. I enjoy challenges. When something is difficult, it doesn’t
                    stop me; it challenges me to go on.

                 “The one word I’dnever
                    want on my tombstone is ‘quitter.’

                 “I still pray to God that somebody will send a good script
                    my way. Every phone call, I hope. I wait for the mail. Today, in 1980, you have
                    to be very lucky.

                 “It used to be that there were so many films, and writers
                    thought about and wrote parts for you, and the studio bought properties for you.
                    Now, you have to fit the part, a part that wasn’t created for you that
                    you can do.”

                

                 ON A DAY INMARCH1980, in New York City, my phone rang. I picked
                    it up and I heard a distinctive woman’s voice saying my name. The voice
                    was one I had been familiar with all my life, though only from movie theaters
                    and on television. It was Bette Davis. She explained that my number had been
                    given to her by our mutual friend, publicist John Springer.

                 She said that she had readHello, I Must Be
                        Going, my recent book about Groucho Marx, and she wanted to know if I
                    would be free to have lunch with her. She suggested we meet at her apartment,
                    and then go to a restaurant.

                 The very next day I went to the Lombardy Hotel, on East 56th
                    Street, just off Park Avenue in Manhattan. I took the elevator up to
                    Bette’s floor, the fourteenth, where the long hall leading to her
                    apartment, 1404, was dimly lit. There, at the far end, framed in the proscenium
                    arch of the doorway with the light behind her, was Bette Davis, a cinematic
                    vision.

                 “This way. Here I am.”

                 She leaned in a graceful pose against the door, her soft
                    shoulder-length hair casually framing her face. Her black dress was not tight,
                    but clinging softly, with a draped effect. Her skirt was knee-length, revealing
                    shapely legs in ultrasheer nylons and black high heels. I had the illusion that
                    I was walking into a 1940s Warner Brothers movie.

                 “I always like to have the door open and be waiting for the
                    person who’s coming so they don’t have to arrive and meet a closed
                    door. Don’t stand there. Come in.”

                 My attention was drawn to the slashes of bright red lipstick, but
                    even more striking were her eyes. They were accentuated by blue eye shadow and
                    layers of false lashes with brown, not black, mascara. It was the eyes that
                    dominated.

                 I was to learn later that Bette customarily took this kind of care
                    with her appearance when meeting someone for the first time. If for no other
                    reason than that she had to put so much effort into a first meeting, she
                    didn’t have many of those. She shared with Mae West the belief that the
                    first impression was the one that counted most and always remained. The next
                    time, one met more of a private person and less of a star, someone who had put
                    in fewer hours of preparation. By the third meeting, she could be quite casual,
                    without her false eyelashes, without the carefully coiffed wig, but never
                    without her bright red lips.

                 She insisted on hanging up my jacket, which I had left on a chair.
                    “We don’t want it to get wrinkled,” she said. “What
                    a beautiful Hermès scarf you’re wearing. Absolutely
                    beautiful.”

                 Gleefully, she accepted the gift-wrapped box of Swiss chocolates I
                    had brought her, tearing the paper in her haste to open the package, exclaiming,
                        “Ilove gifts!”

                 The furnished hotel apartment would have seemed drab had it not
                    been filled with small personal touches—books, flowers, a music box, all
                    of which she had added to create the ambience of a home. “As a child, I
                    didn’t have a secure home and possessions. We were always
                    moving.”

                 Being “a homebody,” she immediately had to make a
                    place into her own, wherever she was, even if only for a few days, to make it
                    seem she lived there. “When I travel, I bring things from my home with
                    me, so I can establish a familiar relationship with my environment.

                 “Playing house is a childhood game I’ve never put
                    away. My home has always meant so much to me. It was my kingdom, though it
                    turned out to be my queendom. William Randolph Hearst’s San Simeon may
                    have been the most famous house in America, a palace, but when I was invited to
                    dine at San Simeon, there wasn’t any soap in the bathroom.

                 “Wherever I am, I think of the place I’m in as my
                    home, and I can’t bear sloppiness or disorganization. I feel sorry for
                    people who waste their time hunting for things. My father could go into his
                    bedroom in pitch darkness and find his socks, always in a pair. I like order,
                    but I’m not crazy-clean like Miss Joan Crawford. Miss Crawford
                    couldn’t even use a bathroom unless she’d gotten down on her knees
                    and scrubbed it clean first.

                 “I like to dust. Have you ever noticed the objects look back
                    at you in a different way after you’ve dusted them?

                 “I don’t like waste. It’s my New England
                    background, of which I’m very proud. I’m a Yankee. Even playing
                    house as a child, I kept a very neat house.

                 “I’m always collecting things. I don’t
                    consider myself materialistic, but things do make me feel good. Reassured.
                    It’s easier to know them than people, because objects accept you as you
                    are.”

                 She introduced me to Sir Rufus, a rabbit music box, wearing a black
                    velvet tailcoat lined with white satin. “Would you like to meet Sir
                    Rufus? I love music boxes.” She wound him up and played his tune for
                    me.

                 “He’s absolutely ready for a party, at all
                    times,” she said. “Do you recognize his song? It’s Irving
                    Berlin’s ‘Always,’ my favorite. How I miss those
                    sentimental melodies. We live in such an unsentimental time.

                 “I love the past, but I don’t live in it. I have
                    always thought about the ahead.

                 “The worst thing about the past is to lament the fact that
                    today’s so different, whenever it doesn’t compare
                    favorably…

                 “It’s interesting how memories pop into your head as
                    you get older, the little kind of vignettes that in the midst of washing the
                    dishes come to you, so that they are not really in the past, but in the present,
                    with us.”

                 She was pleased that I had accepted her invitation so quickly,
                    “without being coy or playing games.”

                 Rather than going out for lunch, she proposed we have something in
                    her apartment. She said she wanted a quiet atmosphere for our conversation, and
                    she had prepared our lunch herself rather than having to wait for room service.
                    Then she announced she was “absolutely starving.”

                 As she moved toward the kitchen, I asked if I could do
                    anything.

                 “Absolutely not,” she called back.“Absolutely not!” I was later to
                    understand that everything about Bette was absolute.

                 A few minutes later, she returned with a nicely set tray of bread,
                    crackers, and assorted cold cuts. There were little porcelain dishes of butter,
                    mustard, and mayonnaise. The paper napkins had something written on them.

                 “Usually, I have my own linen napkins,” she said,
                    “but for the moment, I only have these paper napkins. They say,
                    ‘Happy Hour, five to seven.’” She laughed. “Imagine
                    scheduling a time to be happy.”

                 She put the tray down. “I got all the food at a very nice
                    deli down the street.

                 “If you’re a movie star, people think you’re
                    very rich. And they expect you to pay accordingly and to tip accordingly. And
                    you don’t even know what tip they’re expecting. I understand that,
                    and I try to tip more, so room service isn’t something I feel I can
                    afford. Besides, I really would rather prepare our lunch myself.”

                 The apartment had vases filled with fresh flowers. “Do you
                    like flowers?” She didn’t wait for my answer. “Of course
                    you do. All of us women do.” A gardenia was floating in a glass bowl.
                    “I love gardenias. They’re so sexy.

                 “I always liked men who sent me flowers, but I have to admit
                    most of the flowers I’ve enjoyed in my life, I’ve bought for
                    myself. A great many of them, I grew. I’m a country mouse, you see.

                 “I’m rather good at flower arrangement, if I do say
                    so myself. I find flowers very calming. In my professional life, I’ve
                    enjoyed some complications and challenges. Even chaos. But in my home, there I
                    demand order. It’s easy to achieve because the furniture never gets
                    hysterical and seldom moves around on its own. If you have order in your home,
                    it offers a refuge and helps you face disorder in the outside world.”

                 After lunch, Bette served tea, meticulously prepared by her from
                    loose tea leaves, not bags as she pointed out, with cookies, which she called
                    “biscuits,” a word she preferred after her several visits to
                    England.

                 As we were having our tea, she suggested we “get down to
                    business.” Business, as it turned out, was a book she hoped I would write
                    about her as I had written about Groucho and the Marx Brothers. If the idea
                    interested me, which it did, she suggested our making a start on the project
                    while she was in New York and “totally” available.

                 “Do you ever have writer’s block?” she
                    asked.

                 “No, never,” I answered. “Only publishing
                    block.”

                 She said she envied my being a writer, because as such I was a
                    “blank page” person and could write on it by myself, while she had
                    to wait for a phone call in order to be able to perform. “A watched
                    telephone never rings, you know.

                 “I can tell you I learned it well after my leaving Warner
                    Brothers looked like a debacle instead of a triumph. I detest waiting for the
                    telephone to ring. I still shudder when I think about waiting for Willie to
                    call. That’s William Wyler. He was the love of my life in case you
                    don’t know.”

                 She said that she didn’t believe in pretending. “The
                    only limit is to stay within good taste; however, remember this is the
                    ’80s, not the ’50s. I want to set the record straight. I
                    don’t want to seem namby-pamby. I’ve reached that time in life
                    when I can afford to be more totally frank and forthcoming now that most of me
                    is in the past.”

                 She wanted a “summing up” in the manner of Somerset
                        Maugham’sThe Summing Up.

                 “I read what I could of Maugham before I didOf Human Bondage. In those days I was too busy
                    career-building to read much, but I’ve always liked reading, especially
                    Maugham. Later when I was what you call between jobs, I readeverything of Maugham. Everything.” She believed that playing
                    Mildred in Maugham’sOf Human Bondage was
                    “an absolute turning point” in her career, and thatThe Letter was one of her best films.

                 “I feel I have something to say that can be of use to other
                    people, especially women, not because I did it right, but because maybe someone
                    can learn something from my mistakes. I think it’s possible to learn more
                    from mistakes than from successes, but it’s good if anyone can learn from
                    someone else’s without having to make them all for yourself.

                 “Do you want to know the secret of my success? Easy. Brown
                    mascara. I always wear brown mascara.

                 “Fair actresses should never use black mascara if they want
                    their eyes to show up. It’s the opposite of what they think, that black
                    mascara will make them show up more.

                 “Of course, there’s nothing like blue eye shadow to
                    show up blue eyes, but that’s obvious. The secret is, if you are fair,
                    black mascara and dark eye shadow will make you look like a clown, or a
                    harlot.

                 “I feel a woman should write the book about me. No question
                    about it.” She said she wouldn’t feel as comfortable speaking to a
                    man. “No man has ever really understood me. Come to think of it, no man
                    has ever even tried. Well, except maybe for the female impersonators. Physically
                    and vocally, they studied me, outside-in.”

                 Bette was a great favorite among impersonators who did impressions
                    of the stars because she had such strongly individual characteristics. She
                    considered their attention “a compliment, highly flattering.” She
                    particularly enjoyed Charles Pierce’s Bette Davis, and called him
                    “supremely talented.”

                 “For a long time, the impersonators didn’t do me. I
                    was worried about it. It meant I didn’t have a distinct style.

                 “People think I don’t like those impersonators who do
                    me. Well, they’re wrong. I like it very much, as long they are very good.
                    The only time I don’t like it is if they aren’t good, or worse if
                        they’rebetter than I am. I watch them to
                    learn about myself. Until I saw Arthur Blake, I never knew I moved my elbows so
                    much.

                 “Let me do an impersonation for you of an impersonator doing
                    me.”

                 She struck a characteristic Bette Davis pose and then spoke as a
                    caricature of herself:

                 “And now I’d like to do a scene for you—from
                    all of my films.”

                 Posing, she took a long drag on her cigarette, and then slowly
                    exhaled the smoke.

                 Then, she turned to me and said, “So, what do you
                    think?”

                 It was a rhetorical question.

                

                 Our many conversations occasionally took place at lunch in
                    a restaurant, but mostly we met in her apartment, her preference because of the
                    privacy it afforded. She felt we could get more work done there.

                 One day, as Bette and I entered the Lombardy, she saw Lew
                    Wasserman, the head of Universal-MCA. Long before he became one of the most
                    powerful men in Hollywood, he had been her agent, and had done much to shape her
                    career. There was a warm greeting, an embrace, and then Wasserman went on his
                    way.

                 Bette sighed wistfully and said, “He was such a beautiful
                    boy.”

                 While we were having lunch, she said, “I’m going to
                    live a long, long, long, long time.” Bette Davis was in good health, full
                    of energy, though fearing her career was in decline. She was, however,
                    optimistic and hoped that there was anotherAll About
                        Eve in her future. She described herself as “stoically
                    optimistic.”

                 “I was taught not to wear my heart on my sleeve, to keep a
                    stiff upper lip, all that sort of thing, true to being a New England girl.
                    Letting your emotions show, I was told, is like letting your slip show.
                    I’ve always felt I had to wear a suit of armor in public, even if the
                    label said Chanel or Orry-Kelly.”

                 Orry-Kelly was the designer of her costumes at Warner Brothers.
                    After Orry-Kelly, costume designer Edith Head worked on several of her films,
                        includingAll About Eve. As we spoke, Bette
                    arranged her dress carefully, to avoid wrinkling.

                 “This is one of my favorite dresses. Edith Head told me you
                    owe a responsibility to a wonderful dress. Dear Edith—how I miss her, and
                    Orry-Kelly, too, although when we worked together, I didn’t get along all
                    that well with him. Would you believe Orry-Kelly was his real name? But without
                    the hyphen. Well, why not? Who would make up a name like that? They understood
                    that I was helped to find my character through the right costume. Of course,
                    that wasn’t all of it, but it was important to me.

                 “Edith even had me wearing the right underwear so
                        I’dfeel the character, though the
                    audience was never going to see my underwear. Most important of all, she
                    understood how I felt about brassieres. I, of course, abhorred them. It’s
                    something a man can’t fully understand. Edith and Orry understood the art
                    of camouflage. The truth is nobody’s perfect. And nobody feels
                    she’s perfect. That’s the truth. We can all see more faults in our
                    bodies than anyone else can. We can get in closer for inspection and
                    faultfinding.”

                 From time to time Bette would take a lipstick out of her purse and
                    apply it with three decisive slashes. She rarely used a mirror. “Even
                    when I’m home alone, I wear my lipstick,” she confided. “I
                    feel naked without it.”

                 Frequently she would retouch her lipstick when she finished a
                    cigarette. As soon as she had retouched her lips, she was ready to light another
                    cigarette, and leave her mark on it. Tennessee Williams, who knew her from his
                        playThe Night of the Iguana, and before, once
                    told me he thought of the color of Bette’s lipstick as “whorehouse
                    red.”

                 As I spent more time with Bette, and with Bette when she was with
                    other people, I observed that when she showed pleasure she didn’t
                    genuinely feel with someone, only her lipstick smiled.

                 She sometimes changed her mood within a sentence as she relived
                    memories. When the telephone rang a few times, she would answer simply,
                    “Yes?” She was aware that it was rather abrupt, explaining to me,
                    “I can’t abide wasting time on the phone.

                 “I am the most notoriously rude person on the telephone
                    among my friends,” she told me. “Not for years was I ever
                    conscious of it, but I didn’t have time to sit and chat for ten hours. So
                    I would answer the phone, ‘Yes?’ Whatever had to be said was said,
                    then, half the time, I found myself hanging up near the middle of it.
                    ‘Good-bye.’ Slam! I’m always saying good-bye when
                    they’re saying a long good-bye. I say a quick good-bye.”

                 She was rarely without a cigarette. “A lot has been
                    made,” she said, “of the part smoking has played in my roles.
                    There are some who said my cigarette should have received an Oscar. Well,
                    that’s an exaggeration. Maybe a best supporting Oscar. I have to admit, I
                    did use smoking to good effect.

                 “The way I see it, in my films, drinking is the action and
                    smoking is the reaction.”

                 Bette had celebrity license, and she didn’t hesitate to
                    exercise it. “Being hysterical is like having an orgasm,” she
                    said. “It’s good for you.” There were probably some who
                    didn’t feel it was so good forthem.

                 Bette said her favorite subject for conversation was work, and her
                    second, men. “As for the men in my life, I couldn’t select my
                    father. That was my mother, Ruthie’s, doing. But I could select my
                    husbands, and I was a four-time loser. For this, I received a life sentence, a
                    life of loneliness without possibility of parole.

                 “In selecting husbands, I confused muscle with strength.
                    They didn’t look alike, but in many respects, they were the same man. All
                    my husbands were canaries. Tweet, tweet, tweet!

                 “I was never the owner of my own feelings. Perhaps
                    it’s that little edge of danger that makes passion possible, or anyway
                    more glorious.

                 “I was a person who couldn’t make divorce work. For
                    me, there’s nothing lonelier than a turned-down toilet seat.

                 “Wishful thinking is an important element of happiness. It
                    has to do with looking forward. Part of happiness is being able to look forward
                    to future happiness. It’s why men find us so foolish when we women ask
                    them to promise that the passion and bliss we feel now will be mutually shared
                    for years to come.

                 “The only man who can give you such an assurance would be a
                    romantic who is as much of a fool as you are, or a liar. The latter is easier to
                    find.

                 “Feelings can’t be promised. Actions can be promised,
                    but not emotions.

                 “At a certain point, after my marriage to Gary [Merrill]
                    ended, I knew I could never marry again. I had to face it. I was over-the-hill,
                    that proverbial hill. I had to face that no man would want me for the reasons I
                    wanted him to want me. I had to recognize a man wouldn’t want me for my
                    old body. The greatest turn-on for me, with a man, washis desire for me. I always believed it was his desireonly for me, when I suppose it was just a matter of
                    convenience, and thereI was, at hand. Men never
                    wanted me, orseemed to want me, for my mind. They
                    didn’t pay much attention to my mind. That was hard on a person who was
                    as brain-vain as I.

                 “When they did pay attention to what I said, I wasn’t
                    one to mind my p’s and q’s, whatever those are. We certainly use
                    some strange expressions without questioning them.

                 “I wasn’t rich enough for a man to want me for my
                    money, although there were men poorer than I, and I was assumed to be much
                    richer than I was. Sometimes I myself got confused and assumed I was much richer
                    than I was. And I felt I could always work. I was, after all, a star.

                 “Certainly a great deal of money has passed through my
                    fingers, but I never counted. For me, money was taking care of my
                    responsibilities, and I had plenty of them. I couldn’t afford to be
                    poor.

                 “I never begrudged the money to any of them. Well, anyway,
                    not too often. The best thing about money is when you have enough of it not to
                    have to think about it, to just take it for granted and have something left over
                    for the people you care about. I would never want to spend my last penny and
                    leave them without anything. Personally, I didn’t want bigger houses or
                    fancier dresses, but I like freedom from economic pressure. I’ve lived as
                    if old age was something for other people. I could never imagine myself being
                    old, never—even after I already was.”

                 On one occasion, when I arrived at her apartment, Bette greeted me,
                    saying, “Welcome to the lioness’s den!”

                 “I have been called fearless. Well, Iam pretty much. I like to think of myself as a lioness, a lioness
                    who couldn’t find a lion, as it turned out. I was doomed to live without
                    a real mate in my empty den, though I always was protective of my cubs.

                 “There are many things in my life of which I am proud, but
                    my greatest joy is in my daughter, B.D. She has grown up to be a wonderful
                    person, beautiful and strong, and honorable. She is the person in the whole
                    world I know I can trust.”

                 Sometime later, Bette asked me if I’d heard the story about
                    “Miss Crawford” beating her children with wire coat hangers, and
                    she asked me if I thought it was true. I told her what Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.,
                    had told me when he heard this story about his first wife. Referring to Joan
                    Crawford by her real name, he said, “It couldn’t be true. Lucille
                    would never have permitted any wire hangers in her closet. She always insisted
                    on having only covered hangers.”

                 Fairbanks was Bette’s co-star in one of her early films.
                    “What a handsome boy he was,” she said. “How could he have
                    married Miss Crawford, even when he was too young to know better?”

                 The one thing in life she knew, Bette told me, was that her
                    children wouldnever write such a hateful book about
                    her.

                 She believed parents had to be firm, because only through imposing
                    a strict code of values would your child know you loved him or her.
                    “Until your children hate you, you haven’t been a good
                    parent.” She said this to me only a few years before her daughter B.D.
                        wroteMy Mother’s Keeper, a book Bette
                    later referred to as “a hateful indictment.”

                 She went on: “Your children are there but a few short years.
                    They grow up and leave you, but the power they have over you lasts a
                    lifetime.

                 “From eighteen on, the parent has done most of what they can
                    do. Parents certainly make mistakes. They’re human beings. They do the
                    best they can. And if from eighteen on, you’re still blaming your
                    parents, it’s a complete cop-out. This is ridiculous. You can take over
                    your own life and undo what you think your parents did that was wrong. Of
                    course, we’re not talking about horrible extreme abuses. We’re
                    talking about the average child growing up today. We’re talking about the
                    child who says when I was seven my mother said or did such-and-such to me, or
                        shedidn’t say such-and-such, and it
                    ruined my life.

                 “I feel today parents aren’t saying enough. And I
                    feel strongly there has to be some fear in education. My Latin teacher, Mrs.
                    Greenwood, I never forgot. We were petrified of her, butwe
                        learned Latin. Constructive fear. Your children, sometimes you have
                    to put the fear of God in them. You must!

                 “I’ve always thought every time we finished a film or
                    a play, whatever, it’s just like giving birth to a child. ‘There
                    it is, ladies and gentlemen. This is my baby. You may like it, and you may
                    not.’ And you have to learn to take it, whether they like it or they
                    don’t. And everything you do is not going to be liked, and everybody who
                    sees it is not going to like it. As a matter of fact, if everyone said,
                    ‘What a good actor!’ and there were never any people who hated
                    that actor, you havenothing. You have exactly
                    nothing. You don’t cause any controversy. You should have more
                        peoplefor you thanagainst you, but you must have people against you. Or you’re
                    not even interesting.

                 “And this is true socially. If every time you went into a
                    room, everybody smiled and said, ‘Oh, my.’No! Some of the people are going to say, ‘Oh, Lord. What a
                    person!’ Always at every party, anyway with me, as a famous woman,
                    there’s always one man who decides to get you mad. He’s going to
                    get you angry. Number one, he resents you. That you’re famous and
                    successful. It’s kind of a war.

                 “The men who do this I wouldn’t want. And you can
                    spot them in about ten minutes. Usually across a room looking at you. So they
                    have to get a few more drinks to get brave enough to have the war.

                 “You know what I think is the best age for a woman?
                    Thirty-five,” she said, changing the subject. “No question about
                    it. At thirty-five, a woman’s old enough to know the score, but still
                    young enough to be in the game. Only I didn’t know it whenI was thirty-five.

                 “But I must tell you, I was very old at twenty. Very old. My
                    father handed me my family to support when I was nineteen, the assumption being,
                    I suppose, that I was now old enough to become the man of the house.

                 “Well, I’ve never been so complimented in my entire
                    life! A real challenge. Even so, I don’t think I’ll ever be what I
                    call a very ‘mature’ person. For my age, I mean. I can’t
                    picture myself as the proper grandmother, sitting very peacefully and probably
                    knitting, saying, ‘Yes, yes, darling.’ But whatis mature?

                 “My daughter B.D. once told me she thought I was permanently
                    fourteen. Actually, I liked that.

                 “Somehow, though, I always ended up as the man of the house.
                    At Christmas,I was Santa Claus. Not Mrs. Claus, but
                    Santa himself! As a matter of fact, I was an all-year Santa, a Santa for all
                    seasons. What nobody understood was that inside the grown woman, Bette, even
                    inside Bette grown old, was the wide-eyed child, Ruth Elizabeth, my childhood
                    name, who was herself waiting for Santa Claus.

                 “What I wanted was a man, and the way life cast me,I had to be the man.I had
                    to seem strong and tough because I didn’t have a man to stand up for me,
                    and I didn’t want the world to know I was really soft and vulnerable.

                 “Men are not allowed to show weakness, and women are not
                    allowed to show strength.

                 “I never wished I’d been a man. I always felt like a
                    woman and wanted to be a woman. I wanted to be fulfilled professionally and
                    personally, as a woman. There are some who might say I had penis envy, but I
                    only had penis admiration.

                 “It seems to me that life must be easier for a woman who
                    doesn’t really like men, doesn’t need them. She can keep her head
                    and connive to get what she wants. Because I’ve always liked men, my
                    emotions tripped me up. But pretend? That, I never did. Well, except the one
                    time with Willie [William Wyler] when I tried to make him feel I wasn’t
                    overanxious when I was. I always had a deep belief that people should know me
                    exactly as I am, especially if someone was going to marry me. I found that men,
                    more than one, pretended to be something they were not—till they got you!
                    I think men pretend more than women. There really is a rude awakening when that
                    wonderful beginning is over, and at some point, a great horror that you
                    didn’t see it.

                 “You know, it’s really a joke on all of
                    us—those wonderful beginnings, which of course are wildly involved
                    sexually. It’s really a glandular disturbance. That’s the Big
                    Masquerade, isn’t it?

                 “Then comes the unmasking. When the sex goes, you look at
                    the person, and suddenly everything is different. You say to yourself, ‘I
                    don’t believe it! That’s what he wasalways like.’ Orshe was always
                    like. You can’t begin to imagine what possessed you. Sexis the Big Masquerade.

                 “When I was young, I could see a man who looked beautiful to
                    me, and I could fall in love at first sight. When I met someone, I’d say
                    it was his ‘personality,’ his ‘sense of humor,’ but
                    it was always really his looks. I was a fool about men.Was! Why do I say ‘was’? Before I was thirty-five, I
                    didn’t understand about that physical thing. I confused it with love.
                    After that, I understood, but I was still a fool. I would imbue this ‘man
                    of my dreams’ with every other quality I imagined I wanted in a man.
                    Later, I started to see him the way hereally was.
                    Suddenly, I could see all of his faults. There he was, the same face and body
                    that had appealed to me, but with none of the other qualities I required. He
                    became like a store dummy, only one that talked and said the wrong things. Or
                    drank too much. Some of them certainly did that.

                 “I learned this from lines in a film I made calledMr. Skeffington: ‘When I was young, I believed
                    a woman is beautiful only when she’s loved. But I found a woman is
                    beautiful when she goes to the beauty parlor.’

                 “There are four major reasons marriages fail: money, sex,
                    intellectual incompatibility, and only one bathroom. I think bathrooms, or lack
                    of them, is one of the major causes for divorce. Men are more vain than women.
                    It’s not a criticism, just an observation. I mean, if there’s only
                    one bathroom, God help you! So, it’s everyday annoyances and
                    disagreements—the little things—that cause a bitterness that makes
                    even sex difficult. Or, anyway,good sex.

                 “They talk about friendly divorce. If you’re so
                    friendly, why get a divorce? I had three divorces, and none was friendly. I
                    don’t believeany divorce isreally friendly. If Farney [Arthur Farnsworth]
                    hadn’t died, perhaps our marriage could have been successful, and I would
                    have been spared two of those divorces. Perhaps not. Probably not. You can live
                    with someone and not really know the other person. You onlythink you do.

                 “A man only knows that part of you he brings out. He never
                    knows the rest of you, the secret you, the woman you might have been—with
                    another man. And the worst of this is, he doesn’t even care! Love is not
                    as necessary to a man’s happiness as to a woman’s. Women need a
                    man all the time, and men only want a woman some of the time.

                 “Someone who knew Marilyn Monroe once told me she really
                    didn’t like men and sex all that much, because she was tired of men
                    always trying to get her into bed—theirs or hers. Lucky girl. Secretly, I
                    would like to have been a femme fatale.

                 “My favorite sexual fantasy used to be to make love on a bed
                    covered with gardenias. I told this once to a man I was currently in love with,
                    Johnny Mercer. So, one weekend, he reserved a suite at the Waldorf-Astoria, and
                    when I arrived, the bed was covered with gardenias. I wonder what the maid
                    thought the next morning? All those wilted and crushed gardenias. One thing it
                    accomplished was I never had that fantasy again. There’s nothing that
                    finishes a fantasy as surely as its becoming a reality.

                 “Now, I’m going to tell you something I’ve
                    never told anyone. For years I’ve had this other sexual
                    fantasy—unfulfilled, of course. It was to make love to a regiment of men,
                    just like Catherine the Great. I mean one at a time, of course! InJohn Paul Jones, I had the opportunity to be Catherine
                    the Great, at least briefly. So much forthat sexual
                    fantasy!

                 “I must admit I absolutely never saw a casting couch, was
                    never invited to lie down on one, and if I had been, I would have left the room
                    without even deeming it worthy of saying no. I could never have imagined being
                    with a manonly to advance my career.

                 “Of course, there are some roles that got away, parts I
                    would like to have played. One of the characters I always wanted to play was
                    Helena Rubinstein. She fascinated me because she made a vast fortune in
                    cosmetics and reached hundreds of millions of women. But mostly I identified
                    with her very strongly based on a story I’d heard about her. When she was
                    very old, an armed burglar entered her bedroom and demanded she open her safe
                    and give him her jewels. This was at gunpoint. As he leveled his revolver at
                    her, she said quite calmly, ‘Shoot me! What do I care? I’m
                    ninety-four, andyou’ll go to the electric
                    chair.’ What a scene!”

                 A part Bette would have loved was that of Anna inAnna and the King of Siam. “Fox wanted to
                    borrow me in 1945 to play opposite Rex Harrison. What a pair we would have made!
                    I don’t know if I liked him more as a man or as an actor. Both equally, I
                    suppose. Unfortunately, I didn’t have an intimate experience with him in
                    either way.

                 “They called him ‘sexy Rexy,’ you know. I had
                    to content myself with watching him on the screen. Irene Dunne had the part that
                        wasmade for me, Anna. Idid meet him, of course, a few times, but that’s all. He was
                    as great on the stage inMy Fair Lady as he was in
                    the film, and vice versa. No question about it.”

                

                 “THE REASON MOST
                        PEOPLE look back on their youth as the best time of life is because a
                    blank page looks better than one that is filled out and not according to our
                    youthful dreams. Personally, I’m proud of the way I’ve filled out
                    the pages of my life, anyway my professional life. I’m enjoying my life
                    as Bette Davis now, since I won’t be around to read about it when it
                    appears in the obituaries. When I am honored at a tribute, I think of it as part
                    of my living obituary. More fun that way.

                 “When I was born in the early part of the twentieth century,
                    doors were held openfor women. Now, doors are
                        opento women.

                 “In my day, and less in my mother’s day, women were
                    not prepared to have careers and to be able to support themselves. When my
                    father left us and my parents were divorced, my mother had to find her way.
                    Fortunately for our little band of three, she did. She became a brilliant
                    photographer, but when she couldn’t support us with her talent, she
                    didn’t let pride stand in her way where we were concerned. She took
                    housekeeping jobs. Ruthie had the kind of pride that counts. Even when she was a
                    housekeeper, she always did her best.

                 “I am a great believer in girls being prepared for life with
                    an education and a way to take care of themselves, just as boys are. If they
                    marry and have children and all goes well, then what they have learned is not
                    wasted because they will have an inner security and independence. Many women
                    will find themselves victims of divorce, as men, ever hunters, find younger
                    women. Some of the fortunate women who do find a partner for life and a happy
                    marriage will outlive their spouse. So say the insurance companies, and they may
                    be left alone or with children, and perhaps parents to support. I reiterate,
                    every girl should be taught as soon as possible skills that will enable her to
                    take care of herself in the world, and of others, too, if need be.

                 “I think every one of us has something to give, and, man or
                    woman, we should all think about what that is, something in our power to do.

                 “I’m sick of people who say they’refor humanity. It’s easier to talk about
                    humanity than to do something for one human being. It costs money and effort to
                    give a meal to a starving cat.

                 “I saw a bag lady in New York City living in the street in
                    the winter. Unimaginable. What would it be like not to have a home? My own home
                    means so much to me. She was going through garbage, but she wouldn’t
                    accept charity.

                 “I thought of her when I played the television part of a bag
                    lady, inWhite Mama, and she helped me feel my
                    character. But more important, the part made me able to feel how a bag lady
                    feels, and really, it could happen to anyone.”

                

                 WHENBETTE MENTIONED my book on Groucho, I told her about an occasion when
                    Groucho took both his friend Erin Fleming and me to a party. Someone there asked
                    Groucho, “How come you bringtwo girls to a
                    party?”

                 Groucho responded, “I hate to see a girl walk home
                    alone.”

                 Bette laughed. “That’s been the story of my adult
                    life. I was always afraid of walking home alone. And it’s not only my
                    story, but it’s true now for so many women. Many girls and women will
                    walk home alone.”

                 I asked her if she liked the titleThe Girl Who
                        Walked Home Alone for my book about her. “Absolutely,”
                    she said. “I want that title. That’s me.”

                 As we spoke about her life, she said that she wished she had done
                    more self-exploration when she was a young woman, because speaking about her
                    life, thoughts, and feelings helped her to understand herself better.
                    “Too much of my life has been squandered fighting self-pity, a battle
                    which I should have won easily, but instead lost.

                 “I’ve always been put off by people who want a
                    shortcut to knowing you. Questions and answers, rather than conversation. That
                    makes me peevish. I detest it.

                 “I will have to do a catch-up on my life for you, you know.
                    One can’t keep one’s memories in an orderly way.”
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                        SAID IN MY FAMILY,” Bette Davis told me, “that one of
                    my ancestors was a Salem witch.

                 “Well, I certainlyhope so! It
                    would explain everything.

                 “I’m descended from the Pilgrims. The first Davises
                    came to America in 1634. That was my father’s side of the family, and
                    they were Puritans. A Puritan worried about getting caught doing something
                    pleasurable. It wasn’t a sin if nobody knew.

                 “My mother’s side were English and French. The Keyes
                    family moved here from England in 1688 and married the Favors, who were French
                    Huguenots who’d arrived the same year. Originally, their name was Le
                    Fièvre, the Fever, which may help to explain me. If there was a witch in my
                    family, she was undoubtedly amongthem. When I heard
                    about that witch, I thought, ‘I have a lot to live up to. Or down
                    to.’

                 “In any event, I was at leastborn like a witch: A bolt of lightning hit a tree in front of the
                    house the moment I was born. Mother told me I happened between a flash of
                    lightning and a clap of thunder.”

                 There are some who dispute this story, claiming that there
                    wasn’t a storm on that day. “What do they know? There are always
                    some people around who want to bring you down, who want to deprive you of your
                    storms.

                 “And I believe I remember that storm.

                 “You’d think with such a gloriously dramatic entrance
                    I would’ve been welcome. Not so. Daddy wasn’t expecting a child so
                    soon. I was born in the first year of their marriage, and they hadn’t
                    planned on a family so quickly. As it turned out, my father hadn’t really
                    planned on a family at all. When Mother broke the news, he blamed her for being
                    ‘inefficient’ and suggested she ‘do’ something about
                    it, ‘it’ being me. He was still going to school, and babies would
                    interfere with his academic routine. He regarded the ‘it’ that was
                    me as being entirely mother’s doing. Her fault.”

                 Ruth Elizabeth Davis was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, on Sunday,
                    April 5, 1908. Her parents, Harlow Morrell Davis and Ruth Favor had been married
                    exactly nine months. Harlow was about to enter Harvard Law School, and Ruthie,
                    as she was called, had shown some interest in the theater, but was prepared to
                    be a housewife and mother. On October 25, 1909, shortly after they had moved to
                    Winchester, Massachusetts, a second child was born, Barbara Harriet Davis.

                 “When Mother and Father got married in 1907, they were both
                    only twenty-two and no more ready for marriage than they had been when they
                    first met—at the age of seven. According to Mother, I was conceived on
                    their honeymoon night—the Fourth of July. Even there, I came in with a
                    bang.

                 “There was a water shortage at the hotel, and Mother
                    couldn’t take the proper precautions, whatever they were in those days.
                    Father went into an absoluterage, raising hell with
                    everybody in the hotel, including Mother. So I was born exactly nine months to
                    the day after the wedding. Nobody could ever say theyhad to get married!

                 “So now you know I was born in 1908, which makes me a woman
                    of ‘a certain age’—avery
                    certain age. But I’ve never been one of those women who won’t
                    admit she’s forty till she’s past seventy.”

                 Although her birthday was April 5, Bette told me that she liked to
                    celebrate the day of her accidental conception, that Fourth of July, 1907.

                 “My father never did forgive my mother for her
                    ‘carelessness.’ Mother should have known what she was getting into
                    when her future mother-in-law warned her that she was making a terrible mistake
                    she would live to regret. ‘He will make your life miserable, my dear. You
                    can be certain.’ My mother was young and romantic, and didn’t
                    listen. It was only later that she remembered the words.

                 “At the wedding, when some well-wishers threw rice at them,
                    he turned on them and snarled, ‘God damn you—I’llget you for this!’ I’ve never understood
                    what he meant by that. No one did. I supposehe
                    didn’t. He was just expressing his irritability.

                 “My father—a very brilliant, disagreeable man. I
                    could not recall one moment of affection between my parents during the early
                    years of my life, when Father was still around.

                 “When my sister, Bobby, was born, it was undoubtedly an
                    additional blow to my father. He regarded it as adding insult to injury. In his
                    eyes, it was another blunder by my mother. Perhaps if I’d been a son, my
                    father would have felt differently. If Bobby had been a boy, he might have felt
                    differently about two sons.

                 “I was Ruthie’s favorite, and she put much more of
                    her attention into me than into Bobby. I didn’t really notice at the
                    time, having been rather self-centered, even at a very early age, so it only
                    seemed natural. I don’t like to say I was selfish; perhaps I was
                    self-absorbed, having a sense of self. As for Ruthie, there was only so much of
                    her to go around between Bobby and me, and not much left for herself.

                 “I admit that Bobby’s arrival on the scene
                    wasn’t anything I felt I’d been consulted about, and I felt not
                    only should I have been, but if I had been, I most certainly would have said to
                    skip it. I definitely did not see Bobby as a necessary addition to our little
                    family, though once she was there, I got rather used to her.

                 “My first memory is that of taking my baby sister out of her
                    crib and putting her up on a chair. I was eighteen months old at the time and I
                    thought Bobby was my new doll. When my mother saw what I’d done, she put
                    Bobby back in the crib, but she didn’t show great alarm. I said,
                    ‘I don’t want Dolly there!’

                 “Mother said, not sharply but firmly, ‘That
                    isn’t where Bobby belongs.’ That was the problem. None of us ever
                    found out where Bobby really belonged—especially Bobby.

                 “I wasn’t punished, and I don’t believe I was
                    even strongly rebuked, just told not to do it again. Ruthie explained to me that
                    Bobby was not Dolly, and that I could injure her.

                 “Well, I certainly didn’t want to injure the funny
                    little thing Ruthie had brought home as a surprise, and which she seemed very
                    concerned with. I didn’t understand what she saw in it, but above all, I
                    wouldn’t have hurt Ruthie for anything. So, after that, I was committed
                    to protecting Bobby.”

                 In 1910, Harlow graduated from Harvard Law School near the top of
                    his class, an accomplishment Bette viewed with pride. He took a position in the
                    patents department of the United Shoe Machinery Corporation in Boston, moving
                    the Davis family there from Winchester that same year. With his new work, which
                    took him outside the home where he no longer needed to study, Harlow would be
                    spending much less time with his family.

                 Ruthie, unhappy in her marriage, checked herself briefly into a
                    sanatorium on March 11, 1911. As part of her rehabilitation, she was advised to
                    take up photography, originally meant only to be a hobby. As Bette put it,
                    “Photography restored my mother’s self-image and became her
                    passion, and it provided economic salvation for our family.”
                    Ruthie’s favorite photographic subject was Bette.

                 “There was no real communication of any kind between my
                    father and the rest of us,” Bette said. “None of us could break
                    through the wall of ice around Harlow Morrell Davis. My sister, Bobby, tried in
                    every way she could to please Daddy, but nothing worked. She was terribly
                    affected by this. I simply stayed out of his way.

                 “But my father was a very strange man. With all of his
                    irascibility, he loved to play Santa Claus at Christmas, and he could be
                    generous to a fault. When my grandmother lost her money, he helped to support
                    her and her family, and he was very generous with gifts to Ruthie, though in
                    later years, I’ve learned that this is what guilty husbands do to assuage
                    their consciences. But I believe my father was faithfully unfaithful. One
                    mistress at a time. This is not a criticism. I’d be a fine one to do
                    that! I can understand my father much better now that it is too late to tell
                    him.”

                 Ruthie suspected Harlow had a mistress. She confronted him with her
                    suspicions, but Bette never knew whether he denied or confirmed her
                    mother’s accusations. “It would have been like him just not to
                    answer,” Bette speculated. They agreed to a divorce.

                 “I was seven when my parents separated. Daddy said good-bye
                    to us at the railroad station. On the train, my mother told my sister and me
                    that Daddy wouldn’t be coming home anymore and that it was going to be
                    just us. Mother thought Bobby and I would be heartbroken.

                 “Bobby’s world was utterly demolished, but I just
                    clapped my hands gleefully and said, ‘Oh, goodie! Now we can go on a
                    picnic and have another baby.’”

                 Bobby’s reaction was to cry and have an early version of
                    nervous breakdowns to come.

                 The divorce was finalized in 1918, with Harlow paying $200 a month
                    support to his family. “This provided meager subsistence for the three of
                    us,” Bette said.

                 Harlow remarried. Ruthie returned with her daughters to Winchester,
                    where she worked at housekeeping jobs to put Bette and Bobby through school. All
                    the while, she dreamed of a career in photography. Her favorite subjects for
                    portraits were her two daughters, especially the extroverted, theatrical Betty,
                    who had not yet changed her name to Bette.

                 “Ruthie was a very attractive woman,” Bette told me.
                    “After Father left us, she received many marriage proposals. But she made
                    the fatal mistake of asking Bobby and me if we would like this or that man as
                    our father. We never did. ‘Heavens, no!’ we’d say, not
                    understanding how we were wrecking her personal life. It was a terrible
                    responsibility, all the more terrible because we didn’t even understand
                    it was a responsibility.

                 “There are people who give you their unasked-for martyrdom,
                    exacting a price far greater than any you want to pay. They suffer in silence
                    louder than any words. The child goes through life feeling an inexplicable pain.
                    For Bobby and me, it was exactly the opposite. We were carefree because Ruthie
                    made it look easy. She had all the cares, and we were very free.

                 “Thus, Mother had to rear us and put us through school
                    alone. She supported us in whatever ways she could manage, finally settling on
                    photography as a career.” As a photographer, Ruthie was able to put her
                    daughters through high school, for the most part in Newton, Massachusetts. They
                    lived in a small apartment and sometimes visited their father for weekends in
                    Boston.

                 Among the jobs that Ruthie held while she was studying photography
                    were nursemaid in Manhattan and housemother at a girls school in Millbrook, New
                    York. During Christmas of 1920 in Millbrook, Betty volunteered to dress as the
                    school Santa Claus. She remembered when she and her sister were very young how
                    much they had enjoyed their father dressing up as Santa Claus and giving out
                    their gifts by the tree.

                 There were candles on the school tree. Her beard caught fire and
                    her face was burned. There was terrible blistering and it was feared there would
                    be scars.

                 Ruthie was constantly at her daughter’s side, and her care
                    was thought to have saved Betty’s face from scarring. Bette told me that
                    her skin was never the same again, “having lost its top layer.” It
                    was paler, thinner, whiter, translucent, and exceedingly sensitive all of her
                    life.

                 “I was shy. I used to blush easily. On my very white skin,
                    it really showed.” If she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror
                    without her clothes, “All by myself in my room, I blushed.”

                 “When I was a girl developing, I was too modest to look at
                    myself in the mirror without my clothing. I was embarrassed to see my naked
                    breasts as they grew. It was definitely another time.

                 “Strangely enough, when I was about eleven, I posed nude for
                    a woman sculptor because we needed money. It was for a statue representing
                    springtime, or something like that, for a Boston park. I’d love to see
                    that statue again.”

                 Bette enjoyed the sun, especially in her gardens, but throughout
                    her life she had to be careful. In her work, her sensitive skin caused her
                    problems with the heavy makeup she sometimes had to wear. She never, however,
                    allowed personal discomfort to stop her from doing what she thought was best for
                    the part.

                 In 1921, Ruthie moved the family to New York City so that she could
                    attend the Clarence White School of Photography. Among its graduates was
                    Margaret Bourke-White. Betty and Bobby were enrolled in a public high school on
                    the Upper West Side, where they had to find new friends.

                 “Have you ever had the experience in high school of going to
                    a dance and being the flower against the wall? Only a genuine wallflower knows
                    how it feels. I remember the pain still.” Bette winced as she spoke.
                    “I was newly arrived, as I was so often in my girlhood. I didn’t
                    know much about dancing. I thought people just did it.

                 “Do you know what corduroy is?” she asked me.

                 “I do,” I responded. “It’s a great
                    favorite of mine.”

                 “Well, it wouldn’t be if you had been sent to your
                    first dance in a corduroy jumper.

                 “I was standing there, hoping to disappear, when a kind boy
                    asked me to dance. I thought he’d seen my hidden beauty, but it was what
                    you might call a mercy-dance, and I caught him looking to his buddies to come to
                    the rescue and cut in. When they didn’t save him from me, I did. Even
                    then, I had my pride. I made an excuse, and I fled to the ladies’ room,
                    and then home to the security of Ruthie’s waiting arms. Ruthie
                    understood. What she understood was that I had to bid adieu to my
                    little-girlhood and advance to the next level.

                 “She taught me how to put up my hair, got me my first
                    grown-up, sort of grown-up, dress. She showed me dance steps and said it was
                    important always to follow, never to lead the man. Not leading the man was
                    something I found I had to think about consciously the rest of my life. I can
                    tell you at my next dance, everyone thought I was a new girl, there for the
                    first time. They didn’t remember me from before, and I was the most
                    popular girl at the dance—by far. I was fourteen, and I knew both sides
                    of the coin, and I knew which side I liked better. It was a lot more fun being
                    popular than not being popular.

                 “It was the beginning of my learning how important physical
                    appearance is in our society.Too
                    important.”

                 Betty, however, didn’t learn everything from Ruthie that she
                    needed to know. “I was a total dolt about the birds and the bees. Still
                    am. I don’t have the foggiest notion what birds and bees do, though I
                    have had my share of experience with what men and women do.

                 “I’ve always preferred the company of men, but Ruthie
                    was my best friend. I could talk with her about anything. Well, almost anything.
                    We always pretended sex didn’t exist. Always. I was supposed to assume I
                    was born by immaculate conception, and my sister the same way. Even when I was
                    past twenty, I still hadn’t quite grasped how sex was done. When
                    you’re very young, you assume that sex comes naturally to everyone else,
                    and you’re the only dummy in the world who doesn’t know how.

                 “I had a Puritan upbringing, so I was dedicated like any
                    good Puritan to preserving my chastity long before I knew what chastity was. I
                    was my mother’s daughter as she was the daughter of her mother. Ruthie
                    was a ‘woman of the world’ in so many respects, but when it came
                    to sex, she was a total Puritan. I don’t know what my mother thought
                    about my induction into womanhood. I suppose she didn’t think about it.
                    The Pilgrims had managed somehow, or we wouldn’tbe here.

                 “I was extremely curious and extremely romantic about it
                    all, that vague feeling. Moonlight had a tremendous effect on me. Still does. At
                    the age of thirteen, influenced by that moonlight, and a very nice boy, I
                    allowed myself to be kissed. Well, Idid meet him
                    halfway. It was only a sweet kiss, lips closed, but I enjoyed it tremendously. I
                    realized that kissing held great promise. It was only later, at home, that I
                    began to worry.

                 “A nagging thought crept into my mind. Was I pregnant? Was
                    that how babies happened? Was that what had happened to my mother? If only I had
                    someone to ask, someone more reliable than my classmates, but I couldn’t
                    go to Ruthie. Disgracing myself didn’t matter to me, but disgracing
                    Ruthie…

                 “A few days later, my tummy seemed to swell, and I was
                    convinced I was pregnant. My horror was indescribable. Then, when I had my first
                    period, I absolutely thought I was dying.

                 “There was nothing to do except be patient and wait, and
                        I’venever had any patience, and
                        I’vealways hated waiting. I don’t
                    ever want to experience terror like that again. If I had been a Method actress,
                    which I am not, I could have drawn on the memory. It always amazes me how much
                    of what one experiences exists only in one’s head, but it makes the
                    experience no less penetrating in its moment, or even in memory.

                 “There was no alternative. Ruthie had to be told that the
                        world,my world anyway, had come to an end.
                    Ruthie always had an answer or found an answer to save us, but this time I knew
                    even Ruthie would be lost. I was preparing to bid a tearful adieu to the world
                    when Ruthie intervened and explained at leastthat
                    fact of life to me.

                 “She seemed undaunted. That was Ruthie. I thought she must
                    be pretending. She would never let me see how badly she felt. She always
                    protected me as much as she could.

                 “The first thing Ruthie did was to reassure me that kissing
                        wasnot how babies were made. It was a first step
                    in that direction. Kissing could be dangerous, but not in itself, as long as one
                    had willpower. There had to be ‘more,’ she said, but she
                    didn’t explain what ‘more’ was. I couldn’t even
                    imagine what it was, but at that moment, I was too tortured a soul to ask any
                    questions.

                 “‘Falling off the roof’ was our charming
                    little euphemism for monthlies in those days. Ruthie told me it was the price
                    women paid for having babies. I had to learn the rest of the mysteries of
                    womanhood from my schoolmates, whose information was as unreliable as my
                    own.

                 “I was happy. I was only ‘falling off the
                    roof,’ rather than being a fallen woman. I was also proud that I was able
                    to impart my new hard-won knowledge to my younger sister, who would not have to
                    face the Great Unknown as I had.

                 “When I explained it all from my superior position of age,
                    Bobby didn’t seem very happy. I consoled her by telling her it would also
                    go along with her developing a shapely figure, though I must say in
                    Bobby’s case, it never happened.”

                 In 1921, Betty changed her name to Bette. “I owe my name,
                    spelled as it is, to my father,” she told me, “as I believe so
                    much of what I am I owe to his negativity and lack of interest, as well as to my
                    own insubordinate nature.

                 “It was actually a neighbor on West 144th Street, a friend
                    of my mother’s, who suggested I end my name with an e instead of a y.

                 “I was born Ruth Elizabeth Davis and had been briefly called
                    by my middle name to avoid confusion with my mother, who was also a Ruth. So,
                    well before I can remember, I became Betty with a y until this neighbor
                    suggested I spell it with an e because she’d been reading
                        Balzac’sLa Cousine Bette. ‘It will
                    set you apart, my dear,’ she said. Well, that sounded good to me.

                 “So I signed a letter to my father that way, and he wrote
                    back, ‘You’ll get over it.’ That did it! From then on, I
                    was irrevocably Bette with an e. It wasn’t until some time later that I
                    read the novel and found out Monsieur Balzac’s Lisbeth was rather a
                    bitch. Oh, well—too late now.

                 “What hooked me was when she said, ‘It will make you
                    different.’ That did it. It appealed to my black-sheepness. I never
                    wanted to be a white sheep following the others to be fleeced or invitedfor dinner. I never really wanted to fit in. I wanted
                    to fit out. Little did I understand that I didn’t have to try. My desire
                    to be special and to be different already showed that I was.

                 “The person I wanted ‘to show’ was not my
                    dear, doting mother, who appreciated everything about me, but my
                    impossible-to-please father, who simply didn’t care. I was never able to
                    gain Daddy’s full attention, but I never gave up trying until he
                    died—not even then.

                 “When I wrote Daddy that letter informing him of the change
                    in the spelling of my name, it produced, I’m sure, only a yawn and a
                    sneer. Condescending. I couldn’t bear being patronized. He refused to
                    take my announcement seriously. He said it was just a phase I was going through.
                    As you can see, that was a long time ago, and I made Bette with an e pretty
                    famous, and I don’t think I’ll be changing it anytime soon. I
                    showed him!

                 “Young Ruth Elizabeth, me, wanted all kinds of
                    things—a gold wedding band and a silver thimble, a good man and an
                    ivy-covered cottage filled with babies. But very deep inside me, I’d
                    always heard the sound of the music I was going to march to and I wasn’t
                    going to let anyone or anything stop me. No guts, no glory. Poor Ruth Elizabeth!
                    She thought she only wanted to be happy. As if that weren’t the hardest
                    thing to get. Personal happiness is so much harder to achieve than professional
                    happiness.

                 “You can’t take classes or get a degree. There is no
                    school for it, and you don’t just pass or fail. My romantic enthusiasm,
                    naïveté, optimism, to put the best name on it, led me into a trap of
                    doomed hopes. It’s difficult, impossible to attain the unattainable. The
                    white cottage with ivy, the domicile of my dream was, alas, an ‘enchanted
                    cottage,’ dependent on everlasting magic. Personal happiness is so based
                    on your own expectations and dreams.

                 “In the overall picture, as regards my professional life,
                    I’m the luckiest human being in the world. It brought me
                    everything—and more. In my professional life, you know, I never headed
                    for the glory part of it, I just headed for the fun of the work. I think a lot
                    of the disappointment is those who have as their goal seeing their names in
                    lights, little sports cars, beautiful clothes, a projection room in your home,
                    all the outer glitter.

                 “That is nothing when you have it. That’s when you
                    are among the lucky few who achieve the goals of stardom, but just being a star
                    isn’t fulfilling. Those are people who seem on the outside to have
                    everything, but they aren’t satisfied, fulfilled. Of course, I had some
                    unhappy moments as I went along. I cared somuch
                        abouteverything. Intensity of feeling has its
                    rewards and its price. But lucky I was. So much so, I can hardly believe it
                    myself, that I lived that life. Sometimes I have to pinch myself.

                 “Of course, a careerdoes affect
                    your personal happiness, professional and personal happiness being such quite
                    separate things. I think it’s very difficult for a famous woman. Just the
                    time. It takes a lot of time getting famous and being famous. To be famous and,
                    at the same time, have a proper personal life, you have to be two people. Itried to be two people.

                 “When I started in this profession, I was working very hard
                    to keep my two people, Ruth Elizabeth Davis and Bette Davis. In the long run, I
                    had to go for one or the other. Obviously, I chose Bette. I didn’t have
                    time to be two people.”

                 Bette later came to believe that the changing of her name had
                    something to do with the drive to change her destiny. She wondered out loud with
                    me as we spoke about her life, would it have changed her sister’s life if
                    she had chosen to spell Bobby with an ie at the end?

                

                 IN1924, BETTE ANDBOBBY,
                    financially unable to attend college, were sent to the Northfield Seminary for
                    Young Ladies. This was a religious finishing school in Northfield,
                    Massachusetts, which had originally been established for farm girls whose
                    families couldn’t afford the tuition and board at other such schools.
                    After a semester, Ruthie took her daughters out of Northfield and enrolled them
                    in the Cushing Academy, a coeducational finishing school in Ashburnham,
                    Massachusetts. Bette found Cushing much more congenial to her temperament than
                    Northfield, especially its coeducational aspect.

                 “Believe it or not, in my graduating class at Cushing
                    Academy in Massachusetts, I was voted prettiest girl. Oh, yes I was! And I
                    played the lead in the senior play, though I can’t for the life of me
                    remember what it was. I hadmany beaus, among them
                    Ham Nelson, who became my first husband. I’ve carefully saved all of my
                    love letters from this period in a scrapbook. Love letters represent some of our
                    most cherished memories. I don’t think people write such wonderful
                    letters now. You can’t put a phone call in your scrapbook. Even in those
                    days, love was so very important in my life.

                 “My first undying love was Ham. Harmon O. Nelson. I never
                    found out what the O stood for until years afterwards.

                 “When I met Ham, we were in our teens. He was tall, lean,
                    dark, curly-haired—and funny-looking! But with such beautiful brown eyes.
                    Those eyes! I was always attracted by eyes. Of course, he also had other
                    attributes. He had a hard body that was wonderful-looking, especially from the
                    rear view. I was vain about my brain, but at that age, I didn’t think
                    about his intelligence when I looked at a man.

                 “Ham was a musician working his way through school playing
                    at our Saturday dances. Once he asked me to sing with him. I sang ‘Gee,
                    I’m Mighty Blue for You,’ a popular song of the day. Sometimes I
                    find myself humming that tune to myself. It still takes me back to those early
                    years with Ham.

                 “I still have my program from the 1926 graduation ball, each
                    dance marked with an X. I danced every one with Ham. The night before,
                    we’d starred together in Booth Tarkington’sSeventeen. That’s it. I’ve remembered the name of the
                        play.Seventeen.

                 “Then, Ham went away to college, and I met…Fritz.
                    Proximity is always an important factor when one is young. ‘A beau on
                    hand is worth two in the wish.’

                 “I’d constructed a white cottage in my mind that I
                    was going to live in with Ham. Then, I started imagining myself in that same
                    white cottage with Fritzinstead of with Ham. When
                    Fritz had to leave for Yale, Ham returned for the Christmas holidays. Seeing him
                    again made me forget Fritz. I used to furnish that white cottage, the one in my
                    mind, even down to the perfectly white, freshly laundered antimacassars on the
                    backs of the chairs. When Fritz moved in, temporarily replacing Ham, I quickly
                    had to refurnish it, though I kept the white antimacassars. Even in a fantasy,
                    it didn’t seem proper for Ham and Fritz to use the same bed.”
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