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PREFACE



[image: Image]


I ’ve lived a lot, lost a lot, had dreams of love and fateful encounters, and although I suspect the answer is in the seeker, I still believe that what I’m looking for is just around the corner. Maybe it is. Why not? The phone can ring and your whole life can change. My life has been a roller coaster of ups and downs, highs and lows—one day caviar, next day a chocolate bar as the song says. I was born in a castle, but now, like Rapunzel in the fairy tale, I’m letting down my hair and telling you how it really was. But where to begin? Not at the beginning—that’s no fun. Nor at the end, because my story is far from over. 


Shall I start with scandal, or broken dreams? With great love, or shattering loss? I know now that you can’t have one without the other. I could start with Howard Hughes or Frank Sinatra, men who came along at just the right moment. Or perhaps I should start with Truman Capote and his Black and White Ball, or the night I found a Bible in his bathroom, the pages cut to form a hollowed-out box that was filled with cocaine.


There have been so many people, so many moments. It’s an ongoing education. I won’t bore you with wisdom, clichés, or advice. Take what you want, and learn what you can. In the end, it’s all any of us can do. 


What can I say? I’ve lived and loved the way I have. I could have done it differently, I suppose, but there’s no real point in regretting. What was important then is less so now, but I embrace it all: the pain and the pleasure, the drama and the disappointments … All of it seemed important at the time.


IT SEEMED
IMPORTANT
AT THE
TIME
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ROMANCE



[image: Image]


In romance what do you seek? Something new and Other, although you don’t quite know what it is? For me romance is a yearning not fully conscious, but what I find is always the search for something else, a renewal and a hope for transformation. The creative risk-taking of passionate love not only gives you the chance to change the past, it gives the imagination one more chance at an exciting future.





THE SCARLET STING OF SCANDAL
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I find sex endlessly interesting. I suppose I always will. It’s all in the head, of course; I realize that now. What we like, what we want, what we think we need is generated somewhere in that curious cortex of ours, created by the firing of synapses—the electricity of love. 


I’d had no knowledge of sex as a child. We are talking about the 1930s, after all. Not exactly the Dark Ages, but not much better. The only “sex education” any of us had in those days was talking about it with other girls in school. Mentioning sex to grown-ups? Inconceivable. 


My cousin Whitty and I were caught one summer by his governess fondling each other under a tent we’d innocently put up on the lawn right in front of my aunt Gertrude’s bedroom window. I must have been about twelve. Needless to say, the tent was taken down, but the memory remained. How could anything that felt so good be bad?


Later, I was sent to Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, where my best friend was a hefty, jovial extrovert who reminded me oddly of my Irish nanny, Dodo. Wanting to be liked is fatal, though it would take me years to learn that. I wanted desperately to please my friend, and was willing to try anything to make her happy. 


During one vacation, we found ourselves in bed at Aunt Gertrude’s house on Fifth Avenue. The structure, designed by William Schickel in the early 1880s, was as large as Grand Central Terminal and about as cozy. My friend had come for the Easter holiday, and each night would tippy-toe from her room down the cold marble halls right into my bed. I couldn’t wait. We’d cuddle in the huge canopied four-poster and, well, have at it. Truth be told, it was great. Of course, I didn’t quite know what it was, but whatever it was, I didn’t want it to stop. 


By the time we got back to school, it was over. Frankly, it had gone a little too far, and I had gotten scared. A few weeks later, at nearby Avon School, two boys were expelled. Their crime? It was never announced, of course, but whispers spread like wildfire. Homosexuality.


I hadn’t a clue what the word meant, but judging by the way everyone reacted, I knew it was a scandal. It didn’t take me long to figure out that what they had done was probably not too different than what my friend and I had done in my aunt’s four-poster bed, and when I realized that, my heart stopped. This was not the first time I’d heard such whispers—not the first time I’d felt the sting of such a scandal. 


A few years before, at the age of ten, I had been at the center of a custody battle between my mother and my father’s sister, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney. At the time it was called the trial of the century. I suppose each generation likes to claim that dubious distinction. Since then there have been many far more important court cases, but at the time it caused quite a stir. 


If I may digress for a moment: The first time I saw Judge Judy on her TV show Open Court I was mesmerized, and couldn’t stop imagining my custody case being tried in her court. My Aunt Gertrude—tall, thin, so elegant in her fedora, so ice-cold in her reserve—would be no match for the diminutive Judge Judy, nor would my grandmother Naney Morgan, clutching rosary beads, flashing her mahogany lacquered nails, her orange hair, unleashing her venom as she testified against my mother. Then along would come Dodo, my nanny, so fat, so solid, so scared that she wasn’t going to follow Aunt Gertrude’s lawyer’s instructions. And then the star: my Mummy, exquisite in her black dress, so passive, so bewildered, twisting her plover’s-egg-size diamond engagement ring, wondering what it was all about. Judge Judy wouldn’t subject me to the hostile formality of the witness stand. Instead I’d be invited up to sit beside her on the bench for a cozy chat—so she could get a sense of what I was like, and what I wanted. 


But at the time, I had no such luck. Judge Judy hadn’t even been born. I bring up the custody battle because in the midst of the trial, my mother’s maid testified on the stand that she had seen my mother in bed kissing the Lady Milford-Haven. As a very young child I had known Lady Milford-Haven in England and she lingered somewhere in my mind’s eye, a grown-up with a halo of red hair, hands with jeweled rings, clothed in brilliant hues, always laughing in fun when she and my Mummy were together—yes, I remembered her well, had been fascinated by her, but at the same time somehow threatened, excluded. “Nada,” which is diminutive for Nadeja, married Prince George of Battenburg, whose mother was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria. After the First World War, the house of Battenburg assumed by royal decree the new name of Milford-Haven. Prince George’s aunt was the illfated czarina of Russia, and he was first cousin of King George. Nada’s father, the Grand Duke Michael, was also related to the royal house of England. And now this testimony was so shocking that the court was instantly closed. Lesbian—the word, like blood, was splashed over the tabloids, branding my mother with a scarlet letter. 
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But at the time, I didn’t even know the court had been closed. While the world outside was in the Great Depression, and followed the trial daily in the tabloids, I was cloistered at Aunt Gertrude’s estate in Old Westbury, Long Island, where life went on as if nothing had happened. Her estate, a kingdom unto itself, was screened against the outside by detectives and minions working for her. Newspapers were banned. I overheard grandmother Naney Morgan and my nanny whispering about something DARK and TERRIBLE, something that “the little one mustn’t hear.” My Chilean grandmother had a gift for histrionics—her eyes would roll up in her head, and she’d slide into her native Spanish, propelled by rage against my mother. Yes, there was a DARK and TERRIBLE secret about my mother. 


It was at school, at Farmington, when I realized for the first time that what those boys had done with each other, what I had done with my friend, had something in common with my mother and the energetic Lady Milford Haven. The realization terrified me. I wanted to be good, and to please people and have them love me; they wouldn’t if they found out the sin I had committed—a sin I’d never dare confess even to the priest or anyone else. I was convinced I could never again receive the holy Sacrament, never be saved from “original sin.” I didn’t know what “original sin” was, but the priests were always talking about it, so I assumed it was important. 


A scarlet letter—Lesbian—publicly branded on my mother, would hover as a shadow over me, and the humiliation she experienced haunted me for years. That gentle, passive creature, who never understood one single thing that really happened to her … It took me a long time to resolve the feelings I had about her bisexuality, and until I did, there was the hovering fear that I might be like her. In my head I knew there would be nothing wrong in that, but knowing and believing are two different things. Years later, walking in New York on Madison Avenue, a young man said “Hello,” only it wasn’t a young man, it was my Farmington best friend, whom I hadn’t seen since then. I was so terrified I’d be drawn to her, I hurried by pretending I didn’t even know her. 


Would any of this have mattered today? Perhaps, but not as much as it did in 1933. Thank goodness it’s different now. Same-sex couples can be loving parents, not just by adopting a child but by giving birth. I believe it’s only a matter of time before they have all the rights that heterosexual couples do. And why the hell shouldn’t they? Love is love. 


I have always respected women more than men. Or perhaps I should say I’ve always understood women more than I have men. It’s a cliché, of course, but men truly are a mystery. Even now, I haven’t a clue as to how they think or what goes on in their minds. Really, it wasn’t until I resolved my relationship with my mother and came to understand her that I stopped feeling competitive with men, threatened by them. I suppose I had always seen them as the enemy. I suppose if I’d been a lesbian, it might have been easier, but it just didn’t turn out that way. I have made some men miserable—although never intentionally—and I’ve made a lot of men happy. A favorable balance in the end. 


And despite the scandal I’ve known, the mistakes I’ve made and sometimes repeated, I still wake each day believing the next great thing, the next great love, is just around the corner. Falling in love is an act of the imagination, and my imagination is stronger than ever.





LITTLE RED RIDING
HOOD AND THE
BIG BAD WOLVES
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I can’t remember the first time I started to notice boys. I can’t recall the exact moment they came into the picture. But when they did, nothing was ever the same again. Boys, boys, boys. Heady stuff, I can tell you. And they liked me. Having low self-esteem, it made me think maybe there was something lovable about me after all. I had flirted with the idea of becoming a nun, but once boys came into the picture, being a nun didn’t seem like such a great idea. God was one thing, boys another. 


I was strictly chaperoned, of course, though it seems so foreign now. In those days, there were subdeb parties at the Waldorf, and tea dancing at The Plaza; it was Glenn Miller and moonlight serenades. That was New York just before the war. When I was seventeen, I went out to California for what was supposed to be a two-week visit with my mother. It felt like I had arrived in heaven.
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In the summer of 1941, my Mummy lived with her twin sister, Thelma, whom I called Aunt Toto, in a house on Maple Drive in Beverly Hills. Thelma was having an affair with actor Edmund Lowe, whom she called “Edmond” in the French manner, and if they weren’t out, they were in her room with the door shut. When I arrived I was told Mummy was having some sort of nervous something or other. She drifted around the garden saying she had “cancer,” and sat at her dressing table, gazing in the mirror, threatening to dye her dark hair blond. She popped pills called Luminal and had a crystal decanter of brandy on her night table with a pretty crystal glass next to it. She spent most of her time with a woman named Kitty, a terrifying extrovert who wore an unfortunate blond wig. Kitty had been in the movies, but nobody seemed to know which ones. 


What I most wanted to do when I arrived in California was to date movie stars. It felt unreal, arriving in Hollywood, basically on my own after the grip my Aunt Gertrude had on me in Old Westbury—strict, you better believe it. Suddenly, the door of the cage was open, and out I flew, into the nights of Beverly Hills. Catch me if you can! 


The first actor I met was Van Heflin, and we became “engaged” almost immediately. He had appeared on Broadway with Katharine Hepburn in Philadelphia Story, and she’d been my role model ever since I saw her in the movie Little Women, so I thought he was quite a catch. Excitedly I wrote Cathleen, my half sister, swearing her to secrecy and telling her that Van and I were going house-hunting the very next day. She passed this bit of news instantly on to Aunt Gertrude, who had a fit. A fit! But what could she do about it? Nothing. 


In her fuzzy-wuzzy way, Mummy seemed enthusiastic about my “engagement” to Van. “I was married at eighteen,” she murmured with a delicate little one-sided smile. Needless to say, our “engagement” soon dissolved, disappearing into the wild blue yonder without a trace. No worry, there were others waiting in the wings. Every night I was dancing at Ciro’s with actors all much older than me. A young man I had been mad about in New York now seemed a callow youth, a boy. Now it was actors: Errol Flynn, George Montgomery, or Bruce Cabot, later known to me around the gaming table as “Cousin Brucie.” I’d dine with one of them at Romanoffs, then be on to Mocambo with someone else. 


Then, huffing and puffing one afternoon at the Beverly Hills Hotel pool, along came Pasquale De Cicco; everyone called him Pat. He wasn’t an actor, but he looked like one—knock-over handsome, in style and personality very much like the singer/actor Dean Martin. True, he wasn’t much in the brain department, but he did have a flair for gin rummy, and he was funny in his way. He’d walk into a room and have everyone laughing at his sophomoric repartee. I never opened my mouth, just tried to look pretty in pink—how could nothing me have anything to say? Why did I want to attract his attention? Why did I want to impress him? Why did I feel better about myself when I did? Did it have to do with fascination with his flashy extroverted glamour, which was so completely the opposite of myself? Or was it some kind of chemistry, and who can explain that? 
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