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INTRODUCTION
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They are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are
innocent, they would never hurt anybody.
I want to go up to them and say Stop,
Don’t do it—she’s the wrong woman,
he’s the wrong man, you are going to do things
You cannot imagine you would ever do,


—SHARON OLDS


My mother, Wilma Jean Gibson, was born in 1928 in the Appalachian Mountains of Eastern Kentucky, a place of women who wore faded housedresses and sat on sagging porches worn down by the bare feet of too many flaxen-haired children. The men worked in the coal mines and scrabbled a few crops from ribbons of clay that settled in the valleys between the mountains.


Although she loved mountain men, the drudgery of a Kentucky coal miner’s wife was not for my dazzling, vivacious mother. At age eighteen, she galloped out of Hazard, scattering all claims of allegiance save to her own hungry dreams. Her sights were set on Manhattan and beyond. Her parents, eight siblings, and husband were all left behind, destined to deal with the aftermath of her passage.


She had the classic good looks of Grace Kelly combined with the seductive charm of Marilyn Monroe. Manhattan quickly embraced her as one of its own. In short order, she changed her name to Jeanne, became a fashion model, a Miss Subways (her photo in the trains), and a tabloid darling. My father, Justin Gilbert, who was a reporter for the New York Daily Mirror, met her at a publicity shoot and was enthralled. He squired her to glamorous dining establishments like the Stork Club and introduced her to exciting stars like Charlton Heston. They spent the night at the exclusive Waldorf Astoria Hotel, where Jeanne drank too much and threw up all over the room. This should have been a tip-off about a drinking problem, but Justin didn’t get it. Despite his penchant for the high life, he was unable to do much drinking or smoking. He had suffered from asthma and a weak constitution since childhood.


After a quickie divorce from Jeanne’s first husband, they married, and Jeanne’s belly almost immediately grew big. The sky was a radiant September blue the day her water broke at Jones Beach with Justin and some friends. She had braided her fine brown hair into tiny pigtails and wrapped her breasts in silk scarves. The Atlantic waves were buoyant and soothed her sunburned skin. A cool breeze was foretelling autumn. She refused to leave. Why should she cut short her pleasure to be driven in hot misery to a New York City hospital where she would labor? But biology took over, as it always does.


Except, in her case, nature left out the maternal gene.


My father paced the halls of the hospital. At thirty-two, he was on his second marriage, and this was his first child. He was jubilant as he carried me down in the elevator. He expected his new wife to settle down and become a homemaker.


Jeanne wasn’t putting aside her bright dreams to cook dinner and change diapers. She asked her mother to send her two youngest sisters, Clara Belle, age eight, and Sue Ellen, age six, to come care for the baby. New York public schools would round out their education. In the meantime, she enjoyed New York nightlife with my father as he covered it for the paper. When her sisters had homework to do, and she was dining out, Jeanne counted on her friend, Kitty the hatcheck girl. The infant slept among the minks and mohair in the coatroom.


Here the story becomes suspect, because I have only my father’s rendition, and he wrote for a tabloid newspaper and did like to dramatize. They drove to California to give Jeanne a shot at Hollywood. This took months longer than my father anticipated, so he returned to New York alone. He was typing his column for the paper one day when he received a call from a Mrs. Upchurch.


“I’ve been babysitting for months and haven’t seen Jeanne once. I wonder if I could adopt Kim, because she would be the perfect sister for our little boys.”


Justin emphatically said no and demanded his wife come home. On her way back, my mother dropped me in Kentucky with my grandparents. Some time later, my father drove the steep mountain roads and discovered me eating a caterpillar while the Gibson clan sat swinging on the front porch.


Reuniting his family back in New York, Justin hoped life would calm down. One sweltering summer day Jeanne said, “The sidewalks are hot enough to fry an egg. I want to take Kim to England, where it’s cooler.” Once there, she sent a letter to Kitty, the hatcheck girl. In it, she said, “Justin pricks my bubbles. I don’t want trouble, but please mail Kim’s winter clothes.” She was breaking off the marriage and on a path that would lead her to becoming publicity director of the Savoy Hotel of London and the darling of Fleet Street, as well as to meeting David Merrick.
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Chapter 1

A PROPER ENGLISH SCHOOL GIRL
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It does not do to leave a live dragon
out of your calculations, if you live near him.


—J. R. R. TOLKIEN


My mother’s scarlet fingernails dig into my wrist as she drags me through Harrods’s heavy doors. With her free hand holding a lit cigarette, she shoves at anyone getting in her way. Straining to keep up, I dodge shoppers in the crowded London store.


“Oh, do hurry up. I have to get back to the office and on to the gala tonight.” She takes a quick puff, and her icy blue eyes glitter down at me through bitter-smelling smoke.


As she strides past the perfume counter, a craggy-faced man with black hair calls out, “Jeanne, you are just the person I want to see.”


Instantly, she pauses in her headlong rush, her full lower lip curves into a smile, and she drops her clutch on my wrist and curls her arm around his. “Darling boy, here I am.”


Mother gazes up at him adoringly, offering her face like a flower. His eyes buzz all over her turquoise eyes, sculpted cheekbones, full lips, and winking cleavage. This is what happens between men and my mother. I watch; proud of her beauty yet frustrated because it’s never directed at me.


Cascades of words flow from her, and he responds with his deep rumble. All around us the low roar of conversation bounces off the displays, racks of clothing, and high ceiling. I am forbidden to speak. But then the man’s dark eyes shift to me.


“Well, hello, Miss Kimmie!” I am enchanted when he takes my hand and bows over it. I stick one foot behind the other and drop a curtsy, as I have been taught in school.


“Don’t you remember me? I’m Victor Mature. We slept together at my place when your mommy went out of town. I wore a red-and-white-striped night shirt and cap.” He bends down so we are eye to eye and makes a funny face. “You didn’t wake me once.”


“You saw him in The Robe,” Mother prompts. I meet so many people, they all blur together. Suddenly I recall sharing a small bed with him in a book-lined room. I’d hoped he might be my new daddy, but I didn’t see him again. Now I feel shy having his magnetic black eyes on me and can’t think of anything to say. Mother tightens her grip on his arm, and they resume talking. It’s my cue to disappear.


The glass display case is cool as I lean my forehead against it. I notice sample perfume bottles and reach up to squeeze the bulbs. Out puffs the sugary scent of honeysuckle, which grows near the outhouse on my grandparents’ farm. Inhaling, I am there with my cousins, licking a drop of dew from the petals. I squeeze the perfume onto my finger and taste it. It’s so awful I stick out my tongue. My mother gives me a look and sweeps the bottles out of reach.


I’d better entertain myself. Across the aisle a mother and little girl are looking at dresses. The woman has mousy brown hair, and her stomach bulges over her waistband. She never dips her comb in stale beer to set her dyed blonde hair into a chignon, as my mother does. She never spits into a tiny tub of mascara and sweeps it over her eyelashes. She never slithers into a girdle and a black party dress. This woman is a real mother. I’d trade my mother for her in a heartbeat.


I move closer and peer at them from behind a mannequin. The girl has brown braids like me and is about my age, six years old. As the mother presses a frock to her daughter’s shoulders, they speak with British accents. The mother rubs her daughter’s shoulder blades, and they continue looking through the dresses. It’s clear they still have their magnets. I learned in school how magnets pull things toward them. But Mother and I must have lost ours somewhere between New York, where we used to live, and here in London.


“Papa!” The girl cries when a man appears out of the crowd and puts his hand on her head and his arm around the woman. The mother beams and looks surprised. They are together, unlike my parents. I love my daddy more than anything, but he works for a newspaper in faraway New York. As I cling to the mannequin’s legs, it topples with a crash of stiff limbs.


“Are you lost, little girl?” A man wearing a badge looms over me. The British family and everyone else in the store are staring at me. But I don’t see Mother. I guess I am lost. This is nothing new. It has happened at the beach, at the airport, and at parties. My face crumples in on itself and I sob out, “They’re by the perfumes.” He takes my hand and leads me there. Mother and Victor are still deep in flirtation.


“Where have you been?” she asks angrily when she sees me. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”


She pulls me onto the escalator, whose steps disappear just as I place a foot on them. I wipe my teary eyes so I can see. Mother is taking a long drag on her cigarette, so I breathe in as well. At last we ascend high above the other shoppers’ heads.


“He wants publicity for another one of his terrible movies— I couldn’t get away from him,” she mutters. I know this is the only explanation I’ll get.


“I thought you liked him.”


“He’s just a grade-B movie actor.” She waves her cigarette dismissively. “But he did buy me a bottle of perfume.” I never understand my mother. Her words have no connection to what she does.


We pause in an empty room lined with floor-to-ceiling drawers. A woman in gray walks from the back with a long white tape measure draped across her shoulders.


“My daughter will be attending Lady Eden’s school at Fritham,” Mother says in a British accent that shows no trace of her hillbilly roots. “Make sure she gets the proper uniform. Can she get riding clothes here? I want her to learn how to ride a horse.”


“She’s very small, madam, I have to measure her to see if we have her size.” The woman kneels beside me and draws the tape around my middle and from knee to shoulder. It tickles, but I don’t dare say anything.


“She’s six years old, old enough,” says Mother as she lights a new cigarette. “Actually, Lady Eden herself suggested it. She seems to think she could adopt you, but your father nixed that. So you’re going to her boarding school, which has chandeliers, I might add.”


I don’t understand any of this. “I already go to Lady Eden’s school here in London, Mommy. Why am I going someplace else?” Then I have a memory of elegant Lady Eden, looking dismayed when I arrived at school late with the wrong clothes and my hair in tangles. And another time when Mother forgot to pick me up and the staff had to make up a bed for me in the boarding section.


“The boarding school at Fritham has girls with titles, and you’ll learn to be properly English there. You should take piano lessons as well.” She grins at the idea and takes a puff of her cigarette. She glances at her wristwatch, and her eyebrows rise.


“If I get back to the office now, change, and grab that guest list, I can be at the gala before they arrive,” she mutters to herself before turning to the saleslady her accent lapsing. “Say, as one working girl to another, can you help me out? Get her what she needs and put her in a taxi when she’s done?”


“But, madam,” the woman protests and rises, “you can’t leave your child here! To whom shall I charge it, and what about the nametapes? Every item of clothing needs to have her name sewn on it.”


“Have someone sew the tapes on, ‘cause I’m not going to do it. You understand what it’s like to punch a clock. I’ve simply run out of time. Put it on my account. I’ll forward the bill to her father.” Mother rummages in her purse and hands over a card. “Oh, have her delivered to this address.” To me she says, “You’ve flown across the ocean by yourself, so this isn’t a big deal. Here’s money for the taxi. Love you, bye.” She pats my shoulder, and her raincoat swings around.


My voice rises high in my throat. “Mommy, don’t leave.” She turns and cuts me off with a slicing motion of her cigarette and is gone.


I cross my arms around myself to squelch the sounds trying to erupt. It isn’t being left at Harrods that bothers me so much. It is coming home to an empty rented house where I must pass a wooden, leering, half-human-half-goat creature whose outstretched hand might grab me. To be safe, I have to run straight up to bed and pull the sheets over my head. Sometimes I even leave my shoes on.


The saleslady looks in the direction my mother has disappeared. “Well, I never . . . these Americans. . .” She pats my shoulder, gives me a moment to collect myself, and gets on with business. She slides from the drawers a gray pleated skirt, blue flannel shirt, long gray knee socks, and a gray sweater. On a rack, she finds a gray worsted jacket with Lady Eden’s school insignia on the pocket. It fits perfectly. On my head she places a round gray hat.


“You are the picture of a British schoolgirl,” she says with an approving smile as I look at my reflection in the mirror.


“What name shall I have written on the nametapes?” Out of my mouth comes “Mary,” the name of a normal British girl. With the right clothes and right name, I might be adopted by the English family downstairs or even Lady Eden herself.


Then into the riding department I go to purchase jodhpurs, a smart fitted jacket, the special hardhat, and proper boots with heels to hold the stirrups. Finally, a mound of bags is placed beside me in a black London taxi. I am all fitted out to be a proper English schoolgirl, even though inside I’m a sad little American.
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“You’re a lucky, lucky girl and are going to have tons of fun,” Mother had said at the train station, “so don’t you dare cry.” The tears I’ve been swallowing since then are erupting now that I’m in bed at school. Pressing my face into the pillow, I try not to waken the other students with my shuddering sobs that make the iron bedsprings squeak. Why have you banished me to this strange place? I promise to be good. I’ll never whine or wake you early in the morning, and I’ll eat snails without complaint when you order them for me at a Parisian restaurant. I’ll do anything if you will only let me come home! But fresh tears erupt when I think my daddy will never find me here, far away at Lady Eden’s school. A plan emerges as I turn on the screeching bed. Tomorrow I will sneak past the paintings of lords and ladies wearing white ruffs, whose eyes follow me, out through the heavy, wooden, double front doors, down long lawns bordered with blooming pink rhododendrons, past the wrought iron gates to the village train station, hop on board a train, and find my way back to London and maybe even New York. Comforted by my plans, I fall asleep, exhausted.
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“Do you think the rich American has any biscuits?” A beam of light crosses my closed eyelids, startling me awake.


“Nah, she’s just a crybaby. Look, I’ve got some toffee here and some jawbreakers . . . Andalusian, what have you got?”


“My grandmamma packed some miguelitos, although they got a bit smashed in the flight over. I put them under the floorboard.”


“Yum, yum, delish. How about you, Pinto?” “I’ve got licorice strings, gum balls, and a jar of Marmite. No spoon or anything. We’ll have to use our fingers.”


“Well get them all out. Wake the American. I’m sure she has Baked Alaska hidden away somewhere.” They titter, and I hear tins opening and candy wrappers crinkling. A gentle hand presses my shoulder.


“Come join our midnight feast, little one.” I peek out and see honey-brown eyes fringed with long lashes looking kindly at me. She points to the floor behind the row of beds where several girls in pajamas are munching on forbidden treats. The electric torches make their faces look ghoulish.


“Aren’t you afraid Matron will be angry if she finds us? She told me I’d better stay asleep until morning like the child with her eyes closed in the painting over the fireplace. And what about Mrs. Clamp, the principal? Will I be expelled?” I clutch the covers firmly to my chin so as not to be implicated in this dangerous enterprise.


“The girl in the painting died of a hideous disease, you ninny. You’d better not look at it, or you’ll catch what she’s got,” calls the ringleader.


“Hush, Mac, she’s new and younger than we are. Child, Matron is not so stern as she seems, at least not to us little girls. Clampy is a good egg, really. Firm but fair. Do you have any


Toblerone? When I ache for home, chocolate always soothes my heart.” This angel pats my shoulder, and I dare to sit up.


“I do have some, but it’s down in my tuck box in the cloak room.”


“Tomorrow sneak it up here, and we’ll hide it under the floorboard. What’s your name?”


“M-Mary,” I whisper guiltily, knowing it for a lie. “Yours?” “Blanca.” “But I heard her call you Anna-something?” “Because I’m from Spain.” I must look confused, because she laughs and shakes her head.


“Mac gives us horse names because we’re all gaga for horses. Andalusian horses are from my homeland. Jane is a Pinto because she has freckles, and Mac’s last name is Mackintosh because she’s from Scotland. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to us. It’s lovely here really, although never as nice as home.” She smiles a little sadly.


“Look at the moonlight shining on the old forest that surrounds school.” She walks to the many-paned window, her dark hair swirling around the shoulders of her white nightgown. “Wild ponies live there. They are together sleeping under the trees. The stallion is guarding the mares and the foals as they dream. Tomorrow, maybe you’ll see them. If not, I’ll make you a daisy chain for your hair. Everything will be all right. You’ll see.”


Just then, a scout positioned at the door whispers, “Hide, everyone, footsteps coming!” In a flash, the food disappears, and the girls leap into their beds. I lie still and don’t breathe as I watch Matron’s prodigious bosom appear at the door. Her flashlight beam probes the rows of beds, and seeing nothing amiss, she departs. I close my eyes, comforted by Blanca’s nearness in the darkness. Maybe I won’t run away after all.


The next morning a bell wakes me, and I follow close behind Blanca as we all rush to a row of sinks to wash our faces. I hop from foot to foot while waiting my turn for the “loo”—a series of water closets with pull-chain flushes. We quickly change into our gray uniforms and stampede downstairs to breakfast. Filing


into a large dining room, we cram onto benches with our classmates. After Clampy intones a brief thank you to the Lord, we fall on the food like ravenous creatures. The scraping of chairs, clatter of cutlery, and chatter swell to a roar. I seem to be the only one dismayed by the greasy bread and strips of glistening white fat with a few pink streaks. I cut it into little pieces and try to hide it under my plate. But the teacher sitting at our table turns her glittering glasses toward me and says I must eat everything. Normally food is a comfort, but I swallow the greasy mess with difficulty and am relieved when my plate is clean and we file out.


I follow Blanca down the long, creaking central hallway to our classroom and sit at a small wooden desk. It has a hole for an inkwell, although we use pencils. Anxiously, I start chewing the eraser end. The room has elegant wooden molded panels and a large painting of an Eden ancestor wearing a Lord Fauntleroy suit, who gazes at us with a bored expression. A gleaming chandelier lights the room. Through the tall windows, grassy lawns invite me out to play. But our twelve desks face the teacher’s larger table. We stand for a moment as each teacher comes in to instruct us in English, Latin, French, biology, history, and mathematics. I’m good enough with languages and history, but my most hated subject is math. I’m delighted when I learn we will have painting, dancing, and embroidery lessons, at all of which I excel.


After lunch, we don raincoats and Wellington boots and walk two by two through the woods out to the old World War II aerodrome. Blanca unfurls a string that she loops around me. She is the rider holding the reins of the string “bridle” that hangs across my chest, and I’m the horse. We canter in unison, the shapes of the trees softened by fog, water droplets clinging to clumps of grass, until our laughter and heaving chests force us to stop and inhale lungfuls of fresh air. Teachers beckon us back.


In the afternoon, the headmistress, Mrs. Clamp, arrives to instruct us in scripture. As we stand up, I get a closer look at her. She has a long, raw-boned face with sandy-colored hair sawed off


in a straight line at her angular jaw line, and she wears a tailored dress with a slim belt. I’m scared of her, but she gently motions us to sit down.


“Have you all met Kim? She comes from America, so we must show her a warm welcome. Which brings me to today’s lesson about the Golden Rule.” She smiles at me and then sorts some papers on the desk. I look around and see a surprised look on Blanca’s face about the name switch, but then she grins as if we share a joke.


“Today I want to tell you about Jesus who suffered little children to come unto Him.” Clampy holds up a picture of Jesus surrounded by children, people in rags, and sheep. “He taught us to ‘do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’ Does anyone want to explain this?”


I recall my Grandma Tishie taking me to her worn, wooden church in Kentucky on Sundays. The preacher’s sermon lulled me to sleep as I sat on the hard bench beside her soft, slumped form, and I’d awaken to the notes of “Amazing Grace.” The preacher droned out the words, and the congregation caught the line and floated it back in their plaintive voices. The hymn was about sinners saved by God’s love, and it made me aware of a longing—for what I wasn’t sure.


“Blanca was kind to me last night when I was homesick. That’s the way I want to be as well.” I surprise myself by raising my hand and speaking up.


“That’s right, dear,” Clampy says, and from that moment she is my favorite teacher.


My understanding of the Golden Rule is crystallized by an incident at school. I am eight and no longer the youngest child. Now there is six-year-old Juliana who, like me, has blue eyes and long brown braids. We have a new matron who is young and unseasoned. This woman has a soft lap and strong arms. She is besotted with Juliana, brushing her hair and kissing her pink cheeks while the rest of us watch with envy.


One afternoon, I walk into our dormitory and discover Mac


and a clot of girls giggling as they surround Juliana’s bed. Peering through, I see she is on her stomach, her wrists tied to the metal bedposts. She is crying, and her nightgown is hiked up, exposing her bottom.


“What are you doing?” I ask. “She’s Matron’s pet. We’re teaching her a lesson,” retorts Mac. “We’re pouring beetles on her bum,” says another girl, grinning and holding up a jar.


Instantly I grow fiery hot. It is time to put the Golden Rule into action. I can feel fear and indecision welling inside me. Do I side with the tormenters because I’m envious of Juliana as well? Or do I comfort her and run the risk of being called a goody-goody and becoming a target of teasing myself?


I bend over and whisper in her ear, “They’re only playing a game.” As a few blue-black beetles skitter across her back, I brush them away. Then Blanca walks in and says, “Matron’s coming, you’d better stop,” and the girls run giggling to their beds. I untie her wrists and go to bed myself.


The next day, the headmistress wants to see me. I am frightened enough to gnaw on my cuticles as I wait outside Clampy’s office. Has Juliana got it wrong? Was I now the culprit? Has she tattled on me? What could she have said?


By the time I am ushered in, Clampy had become Mrs. Clamp, from whom I keep my eyes averted, not seeing the smiles or feeling the pats on my shoulder. It takes a while before I hear praise for being Juliana’s protector. After that, I don’t envy Juliana anymore. Instead I practice being her friend. Still, she doesn’t return to school the next year.


Later that year, I travel by plane to Rome where, to my immense joy, I’m greeted by my tall, white-haired father. It has been so long since I’ve seen his pale blue eyes and wide-mouthed smile. I fling my arms around his neck.


“Hammerhead, careful about my tricky back. Look how big you are!” He extricates himself from my hold and gives my hand a squeeze instead.


“I want to show my special girl around the Rome I love. You are looking at the New York Daily Mirror’s new movie editor! I’m here on their dime covering Roman Holiday with Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck.” He smiles broadly. Daddy is as handsome as the actor, and I feel like the princess in the movie. He takes me to the Colosseum and explains about the Roman emperor having the crowds entertained with fights between gladiators, Christians, and lions.


“If I was there fighting in the arena, I’d be so brave you’d give me the thumbs up, Daddy!” Our photo is professionally taken. I stand gazing up at him, my small hand tucked into his. My face shines with unabashed adoration. He looks down at me with deep affection and joy. We are both nattily dressed in navy suits. I am nine, and he is forty.
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“You are my firstborn child,” he tells me in his deep voice. He escorts me to an outdoor café, where he orders something called pasta. He shows me how to wrap the long strands around my fork with the help of a spoon. Red sauce sprays over my white blouse, but he just laughs. The portly waiter tells my father, in Italian, that I remind him of his own daughter, which Daddy translates for me. The waiter uses a sharp knife to skin one long strip of an orange and hands me a plate with the sections artistically arranged. I wonder how I can remain in this perfection for all time.


But then Daddy asks, “How is school? How are your riding and your piano lessons going?” And the moment abruptly shatters. Dropping my voice into a whisper, I make my confession.


“The pony wouldn’t go where I wanted, and I was scared of him nipping me, so I don’t take riding anymore. But the wild ponies did run around the school grounds once! We had to chase them out. That was so much fun. Um, I didn’t practice the scales, so I don’t take piano either.” I check his face to see how upset he is.


Daddy’s brow furrows. “Why did you buy those clothes if you aren’t going to use them?” He combs his hair back with his fingers. “I get the bills for everything you buy, even the sixpences you put in the church plate on Sunday. Those riding togs were expensive. Your mother thinks I’m made out of money. Don’t let her buy stuff you won’t use. You know, Lady Eden wanted to adopt you, but I said no. If she had, you could be going to that school for free! Well, it’s a good thing your mother didn’t buy a piano.” I hang my head. Somehow it is my fault. Then, to my relief, he smiles and pats my head, so I know he forgives me.


“Sir Timothy, Lady Eden’s husband, painted a portrait of me. He lives near the school. I was very good and sat very still. But I don’t want to be adopted. I want to live with you.”


“Well, there’s something you need to know. You’ve met my fiancée, Franca, and you know we married last year. Well, she is pregnant, so soon you will have a baby sister or brother! I’m sure you’ll visit us next summer.”


I’m ecstatic. I’ve always wanted a sister to share my wanderings with, someone to be an ally in the strange world of grownups. Daddy had first introduced me to Franca, a small, lithe blonde, backstage when she was dancing in a Broadway revue. One of the other acts—a large woman with a deep voice—shook my hand firmly and asked if I knew what an impersonator was. I didn’t. She ripped off her gold hair and revealed herself to be a man in a moment that shocked me to the core. I stumbled back several steps and gaped while the adults laughed. This opened up a huge question—how could I tell who someone really is? So I’m a little uneasy about Franca, but also very impressed because she has danced with the Rock-ettes at Radio City Music Hall and on the Ed Sullivan Show. Now she is married to my daddy and hopefully will give me a sister and maybe have enough love left over to mother me. I brush away any doubts about her.


My father returns me to boarding school, and I proudly show him off to my classmates. Late in the afternoon, a taxi crunches down the gravel drive, and before he gets in, he pulls a quarter from my ear, and we laugh. He is my beloved daddy and can do no wrong. But when the car drives away, I run after him screaming, “Daddy, don’t leave me!” Those words will reverberate throughout our lives.


After the Technicolor of sunny Rome, I return to the damp gray of boarding school. I silently keen my anguish at his disappearance. There is nothing I can do except hold his place in my heart.


As Christmas holidays approach, all the girls become excited about going home. I haven’t heard anything from Mother and am wondering what kind of welcome I will receive. Clampy calls me into her office. “Sorry, dear, I know this must be a letdown for you, but your mother is going on a trip to Paris. You will be spending Christmas with the piano teacher, Mrs. Brown, and her family.” I feel as if I have been run over but smile and say, “That’s fine.”


Clampy gets up from behind her desk and pats me on the back. “There’s a brave girl.”


I go with Mrs. Brown to a pleasant, two-story home that smells of baking, and sleep in the pink room of her teenage daughter, Winifred. Her husband chucks me under the chin, the three children all play musical instruments, and everyone bursts into song at the drop of a pin. Instant family of my dreams! On Christmas Eve, the family gathers to decorate the tree. Mrs. Brown thumps out “Good King Wenceslaus” on the piano while the children sing merrily. I observe from the stairs as I do at home.


At my mother’s house, Christmas is just another excuse to party. Revelers with drinks sloshing in their hands fill the rooms. Eartha Kitt’s smoky voice sings “Santa Baby” from the record player. Wafting from the oven is the delicious smell of roasting turkey with cornbread stuffing, but it is ready way past my bedtime, so I snack on canapés. As I sleep, the grownups cover the tree with snow-like spun glass that I mustn’t touch. Mother wakes me, and I sit on the stairs while the grownups sing a sloppy rendition of “Silent Night.” I’m given gifts by Mother’s beaux, most of which I pretend to like but don’t. This is what I expect from the Browns.


Mrs. Brown refuses to let me sit on the stairs, and the youngest boy, Thomas, coaxes me down to join them warbling “Away in a Manger.” We decorate the tree by stringing popcorn and placing homemade ornaments on it. The unwrapping of gifts ensues, which is a long process, as each child must guess what is inside before opening. I am given a knitted muffler and a bear that Winifred has outgrown—although she doesn’t look pleased about giving it up.


We don paper hats and blow party streamers at one another as we sit down to dinner. Stuffing ourselves with prawns, goose, roasted potatoes, and vegetables, I eat until I fear my stomach will explode. A flaming plum pudding is thumped on the table. Even though I say I’m too full, Mrs. Brown hands me a large slice and—so that I will find the silver sixpence—several more. I love the rich brandied fruitcake and gobble it down. Thomas finds


the sixpence. Late at night, my stomach heaves over Winifred’s puce coverlet and woven rug. She hisses at me, “You spoiled brat, you’d better clean that up.” I spend the rest of the night in the claw-foot tub trying to wash away the mess. Although the next morning, Mrs. Brown says it is perfectly understandable, I’m horribly embarrassed. I just want to slink back to Lady Eden’s and die. I return Winifred’s bear to her.


School’s familiar rhythms resume. One cold morning, fluffy white flakes cover the green lawn. Snow is a rarity in southern England’s mild climate. Donning our jackets and wrapping mufflers around our throats, we run out to throw snowballs. Mac points to the naked female statues flanking the drive. We fling wet snow at them and it sticks.


She yells, “Let’s put snow bras on them!”


In a flash, we are standing on the pedestals, patting lacy white brassieres on their stone breasts. I begin patting knickers on a voluptuous lower torso when I hear rapping on the window. Clampy is gesturing a negative, and in short order, a senior girl is shouting out the door,


“Clampy says to stop this at once!” We run inside giggling.


As the days get warmer, we play house under the arcing rhododendrons and squabble about which of us will play baby. No one wants to play Father because all he does is go off to work. Mother is a little less mysterious. We are sure that she cooks and tends baby, although few of us know how she does this. Our play consists of a lot of crying babies with a few harried mothers.


One day, Clampy stops me as our class files into dining hall and tells me my mother will be picking me up at ten o’clock the next morning for the weekend. I can hardly believe my ears. Mommy is coming here to school! In an instant, I am filled with excitement and dread. This is the first time my friends will see my beautiful mother.


Next morning I am out of bed and getting ready before the rising bell. I dress in a clean uniform, topped off by my best gray blazer and hat. Matron brushes and braids my hair while I try not to squirm. Then she packs a small overnight bag while I follow her around, hopping impatiently from foot to foot. I file in to breakfast but can’t stay put. I run out the door, not caring if I’m scolded for not eating my portion of fried bread and fatty bacon. Unable to stay inside, I go out the front doors and down the drive to the huge wrought-iron gate through which cars always enter.


It is early spring and still cold enough for me to see my breath. The leaves of the rhododendron bushes remain curled in the chill air. After a while, an upper form girl is sent to fetch me back inside. I sit alone on my tuck box in the large cloakroom off the front hall where rain slickers, woolen coats, and scarves hang from myriad hooks. The foul odor of wet Wellington boots is so strong that I breathe through my mouth. I start filching boiled sweets from my tuck box and reading The Wind in the Willows. My mind begins to wander. I wish I were Toad and could steal a motorcar to meet Mommy out on the road. She always loves an adventure. We could go off together.


Then I shake myself and mumble aloud, “I am more like quiet Mole.” I fall back into silence and wish that she would just come. Mother had given me a small, black, five-year diary with a lock and a gold pencil. “To write your secret thoughts in,” she instructed. I flip through the empty pages, wondering what I will write after this weekend.


In the great hall, the grandfather clock chimes eleven. Noon follows, and with it comes my friend Blanca, who escorts me to lunch, where I sit in silence, unable to eat. After lunch, I return to my post. I stay seated on my tuck box, even when my classmates invade the cloakroom to don their coats and Wellies before filing out for walks. A part of me wants to go, particularly when I see Blanca slip a long string into her pocket for playing horse. Now I doubly ache, because my skinny rival, Mac, will take my place, and my mother is nowhere to be found.


More time creeps by. I begin to cry. Even the last bit of broken chocolate in my tuck box offers no solace. Clampy joins me. “Go upstairs and wash your hands and face. Everything will be fine, don’t you worry.” Suddenly, there is a pounding on the front door. Mother is here! She is battering the portal as though she were being kept out against her will.


Clampy’s rubber-soled brogues squelch across the wooden floor. She opens the door and informs Mother in a curt voice, “It is too late in the day; come back tomorrow.” I can’t believe what I am hearing. As I try to wipe away the chocolate and tears from my face, all I can see is Mother.


She looks adorable in a fur collared pink coat and hat. But her face is fierce as she demands, “Don’t be ridiculous! I have driven all the way from London to introduce Kim to my fiancé.” She flashes a ring set with a shilling-sized sapphire stone while she points to a waiting limousine. A dark-haired man wearing a black overcoat looms up out of the black car.


I run down the hall and beg, “Oh, please, let me go! I’ve been waiting all day.” Clampy looks down into my aching eyes and grimly consents.
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As I climb in the limousine, Mother smiles and says, “This is David Merrick. You remember him don’t you? We have just become engaged.” David forces a stiff smile and then looks away. I vaguely recall him from some party or other. But then, meeting people at Mother’s parties was an endless round of blurry faces that I soon forgot. Never before has she suggested she was engaged to anyone. Suddenly I am on alert. I was always trying to hook her up with a man I might want as a father. If David is her choice, I’d better pay close attention. His bulging black eyes and dark mustache on a paper-white face scare me. He wears a dark suit and a stiff white shirt with a wine-colored silk erupting like blood from his breast pocket. I can’t imagine him teaching me to ride a bike or fly a kite.


We drive to a nearby stone restaurant known as the Bell Inn. Due to local liquor laws, children are not allowed inside until dinnertime. It’s still early, and Mother wants a drink. She sits me outside at a wrought iron table on the flagstone patio and orders a bowl of peanuts and a Coca-Cola to be sent out from the bar.


I’ve been waiting all day to be with Mommy, but I know from previous experience I’d better not irritate her. Tired and hungry, I start to mope. Then I pour some peanuts into my Coke, the same way I did when visiting Kentucky, and try to conjure how it feels to be at my grandfather’s general store.


This doesn’t work so well in England. Still, there is some measure of comfort until I peer in the window and see Mother and David sitting cozy in front of a fire. I feel as if I’m always watching Mother suck the sweetness out of life, while I’m forever on the outside looking in. She is talking up a storm, and David is clearly besotted with her. He keeps picking up her hand and playing with her fingers where the huge sapphire glows. I try to recall what I can of her new beau. He is an American who does something in the theater. He isn’t an actor because he said nasty things about them. No, he traveled to London to bring plays back to New York. He had taken us to see a play based on Oliver Twist.


Finally, Mother brings me in from the cold. When I sit at their table, she shows me the sapphire and whispers, “David bought it to match my eyes.” Then she giggles, which makes my stomach ache. She is losing control. I want to protect her, but she doesn’t like that, so it is a dangerous task.


After dinner, David takes us to see Jailhouse Rock. That night I fall in love with Elvis Presley’s pouty lips, swivel hips, and American rudeness. Though easy to forget, I’m American too, and I want to be as carefree as Elvis. I want to rock my jailhouse and sing and dance without worrying about how to fit in. Most of all, I want friends and family and somewhere to belong, even if it is jail.


Later, with my stomach filled and my heart and mind alive to what is possible, we drive to a new kind of hotel called a motel. Mother books me a room by myself. I try to be excited. After all, I’m having fun while my friends are cramming away back at school. How jealous they’ll be when I tell them I slept alone instead of in a dormitory, that I wore my underclothes to bed and didn’t brush my teeth, because I rushed out the door, forgetting my overnight bag. It all sounds so much fun, but the truth is I beg Mommy to let me sleep with her and David. I ache not to be left alone in this strange place. I weep in a soundless agony. Her response is an icy “piano,” which means I’d better shut up. Another time, when I fussed because she was going out and leaving me alone, she had flung a glass of water in my face. So I swallow my pleas and sit on the bed listening to her high heels click down the hall.


Late into the night, I lie awake listening to water rush through the pipes and voices echo in the hall. When I awake to birdsong, I am relieved that the night is over. The limousine drops me at the familiar brick mansion, and I’m overjoyed. I always feel ashamed when I’m with Mother. Somehow, her inability to love me seems my fault. I don’t know how else to explain it. There is obviously something wrong with me. I write a terse description in my five-year diary: “Saw Jailhouse Rock and met David.”





Chapter 2

FINDING A FATHER AMONG CELEBRITIES


[image: Images]


Pity the beautiful,
the dolls, and the dishes,
the babes with big daddies
Granting their wishes.


—DANA GIOIA


Fenny, with her white curls and Mr. Magoo glasses, is waving to me from the platform at Victoria train station. I’m so happy and relieved to see her at the end of school term. She never leaves me sitting on my trunk for hours as Mother does. Although, at nine, I may seem too old for a nanny, Mrs. Fenwick—Fenny—is my safe harbor. Otherwise, I might be dropped off to ski down a snowy slope in Austria while Mother has cocktails with a lover, or left with the donkey in a damp castle in Scotland while she disappears with the kilted lord.


Evenings spent with Fenny and her husband, George, in their comfortable London flat are my idea of heaven. I pretend they are my parents, and I’m a normal child. Of course, I have to make allowances: Fenny is more my grandmother’s age, and we don’t look alike. She is tall and square-shouldered with a cap of messy curls. Mother thinks she looks comical, particularly when seen next to her short, plump, red-faced husband. I don’t care. Fenny and George love me, and this is all that matters. In fact, I confide to Fenny, “Someday I’m going to marry George. Then I can live with you always.”


Fun at Fenny’s starts with the elevator, through whose open grills I can see the walls slide by. There is no motor to raise the elevator. Fenny and I do this together by pulling on a thick rope. It is scary to see the cracked plaster slowly glide past and know the ground is way below. But Fenny is with me, and I am proud that we can raise ourselves all the way to the fourth floor where they live.


When we come in, we find George sitting in a stuffed chair and reading the paper, his tired feet propped up on a stool. Fenny heads for the kitchen and prepares my favorite meal of roast beef with mint sauce, mashed potatoes, and peas. Fenny doesn’t criticize me when I mash together my peas and potatoes. In fact, she says, “Good girl,” as I eat everything. Mother says a lady leaves food on her dish. Fenny says, “Food was hard to come by during the Second World War, dear, so go ahead and join the clean plate club, just like they tell you at Lady Eden’s.”


After the table is cleared and the dishes washed, it is Fenny’s turn to sit down and read the paper with her feet up. I play with Fenny’s grown daughter’s stuffed bear. When I first encountered it, one of the button eyes had been lost, and under its skirt, the legs were coming off. Fenny taught me to sew on a shiny new eye and attach its legs. I even sewed a smock for it. This is my favorite toy. I’m safe here as I sit on the carpet between George and Fenny and alternately cuddle my child bear and smack it across the room.


This playacting goes on for hours, until it is time for me to reluctantly kiss George and the bear good night. Then I go with Fenny out the door, down the elevator, and back across London to my mother’s house tucked at the end of Minera Mews.


We arrive just as a party is getting into full swing. My heart aches when I survey the wreckage of dirty glasses and overflowing ashtrays in the living room. How can this be my home? Actor Danny Kaye is sitting on the stairs with a drink, gazing deeply into the eyes of an elfin young woman. Fenny shoos singer Eartha Kitt off the upstairs landing and waits for me to change into my nightgown and get into bed. She reads me a poem from The Child’s Garden of Verses and listens to my prayers. I can include my father, stepmother, and their new baby, and she doesn’t mind. I grab her arm for one more hug, but then she leaves. I take up my station at the top of the stairs, checking out men to see who has father potential.


Mother has themes for her parties. This one is Southern. She is playing a record by Tennessee Ernie Ford, who sings in a deep voice, “It’s dark as a dungeon way down in the mine.” It makes me shiver. The smell of fried chicken and biscuits wafts from the kitchen. Mother is wearing blue jeans and has tied a red-checkered blouse at her waist. A red kerchief trails from her back pocket. She flashes her dimples at me from the bottom of the stairs. It’s a good party.


She and her friend Barbara Taylor are working the room, topping off drinks, giggling at jokes, and making the men feel utterly important. Barbara is a beauty like my mother, and she has a heart-shaped face with red hair. The room purrs like a contented cat. Mother loves being hostess. She gets to be the center of attention all the way to the end. Men linger at the door just to hear her say, “Y’all come back now, y’hear?”


A man with orange hair and cat’s eyebrows climbs the stairs and sits beside me. He lolls his head on my shoulder and whines, “Your mommy’s mean, she calls me ‘Mr. Meow.’” His shining eyes show he’s in love with her, and she is spurning him—a familiar situation. She has a knack for nicknaming people with hurtful barbs.


Although his breath smells sour, I pat him on the back and say, “Don’t you pay her any mind.” Inside me crystallizes a determination not to be like my mother in any way. I want to say kind words that make people feel good.


As I look out over the party from my perch, I feel the room expand. All of us, including Mr. Meow, are held in tender intimacy. My mother’s blonde hair, blue eyes, even her cigarette and the man she chats with softly scintillate. The laughter and talk of the party fall away into stillness. This moment seems to last forever. Then I contract back to my small self that is falling asleep clinging to the banister and take myself off to bed. The cat man goes back downstairs.
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The next morning, my mother has to show up for work as the Savoy Hotel’s publicity director. Fenny isn’t available, so I accompany her. She is slightly hungover when we walk to the end of the mews and hail a black London cab. By the time we arrive under the shiny brass letters spelling out THE SAVOY hOTEL, and the uniformed doorman opens the door, she is coming into her own. She borrows cash from the doorman to pay her taxi fare. She is forever cadging money for Players cigarettes or to pay Fenny’s wages. Although the kids at school taunt me with names like “filthy rich American,” I worry about money—especially since I might be the one having to explain things to my father later on.
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