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If you’re as honest and fair as you can be, not only in business but in life, things will work out. I hope that people remember me not just as a good businesswoman but as a great friend—and a heck of a lot of fun.

—Kate Spade, Glamour, December 2002









Author’s Note

It has taken me more than seven years to write about my best friend, Katy, since her passing. I knew it would be important to do so before too many details slipped away. Most people who have asked me about her—very legitimately—want to know what happened. Why would someone with everything—family, friends, talent, fame—take her own life? I can tell you those of us closest to Katy knew she was battling depression in her later years, but none of us ever envisioned her taking that tragic step.

I’m writing now about an earlier period in our lives when there was no hint of what she would suffer later. We had our ups and downs like everyone, but we would always persevere. Katy and I met on our first day of college and were together almost every day afterward for nearly four decades. I wanted to tell that story about our time together—our college years and the founding of our company Kate Spade. It’s really the story of a dear friendship. If you have ever had a best girlfriend who could finish your sentences, who made you laugh until your sides hurt, or who was the only person in the world you could talk to when your young heart was broken, you’ll recognize our friendship.







PROLOGUE

On June 9, 2018, four days after my best friend of thirty-seven years took her own life, I had to go to her Park Avenue apartment to pick up some of my clothes from her closet. Katy and I had recently launched a new accessories company, Frances Valentine, and she had some pieces of mine that I needed at the office.

As soon as I walked in, I felt on edge. Ordinarily Katy’s apartment was icebox cold in the summer, but the A/C had been turned off and the place was sweltering. Besides the oppressive heat, the air was stale and still. Katy usually left every light on 24/7 and kept her drapes tied open to let the sun in. I had never seen them closed. I warned her a few times that anyone passing by on the street could see into her beautiful third-floor apartment, but she didn’t care. Since her death, paparazzi had been stationed outside the building, hoping to get a picture. For privacy, someone had closed the drapes and turned off the lights, leaving the apartment in unsettling darkness.

I headed for her bedroom, the room where it happened. I hadn’t been there since that terrible day. I switched on the overhead light. The usual bright, colorful room was dim and disheveled, so uncharacteristic of the tidy space I knew. Discarded paperwork from the medics who responded to Katy’s housekeeper’s 911 call lay strewn across the floor. It was eerie to feel so freaked out in a place where I had spent so much carefree time.

I was still in disbelief that Katy was really gone. We’d pulled some very elaborate pranks over the years, always trying to one-up each other with every new stunt. We loved scaring people, mostly ourselves. It was one of the personality quirks we shared. I’d once faked my own death at our office, and it was as perfect as a prank could be. I could still hear her scream from a few offices away before I revealed my trick, and we both ended up doubled over laughing.

Being there alone in the stillness and gloom gave me an almost out-of-body sense as I was walked through the apartment.

As I put my hand on the closet door handle, I couldn’t help but think Katy was going to jump out of the closet and scare the shit out of me. That would be so like her. The entire world believed Kate Spade was gone, but there was a part of me that fleetingly hoped her suicide was her most elaborate, epic prank yet.

The hairs at the back of my neck stood up as I held my breath and opened the closet door.

Hundreds of moths flew out in a black wave, coming right at me.

I shrieked, full–lung power, and stumbled backward. I kept shrieking as the moths circled the room around my head. Katy must be watching this, I thought. Any second, she was going to come up behind me, tap my shoulder, and say, “Gotcha!”

I yelled at the empty room, “If you’re doing this, Katy, this time, it’s not funny!” I put my hands on my legs as I bent over to catch my breath. It took me minutes to recover from that furnace blast of terror. Once my brain was functional again, I wiped the sweat off my face and realized how this had happened. Katy had never put mothballs in her closet because of the smell. Her assistant hadn’t gone in her closet for a while—no one had—and moth colonies grow fast in the heat.

Katy hadn’t planned this moth assault. She wasn’t pulling a prank. She was really and truly gone. But if she were alive, and had heard my horror-movie-worthy scream, she would have thought it was the most hilarious thing in the world. She would have playacted that moment for our friends at a hundred parties in the future. While some in our circle would have said, “You guys are sick,” the two of us would have been rolling on the floor.

I grabbed the garments I’d come for—now destroyed with moth holes—turned off the light and left her apartment for the final time. But the feeling that Katy was there, and that she was loving my terror remained. And one thing I was certain of: If she really were watching me from wherever she was, she would have been laughing her ass off.
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CHAPTER 1

I looked over at my dad as he drove me the three hours from our cattle farm in Sedgwick, Kansas, to start my college career at the University of Kansas. He leaned back on the headrest of my red Cutlass Supreme while he steered with one hand, that signature cigar stub perched in the corner of his mouth on his handsome, sunburned face. He really did look a lot like Paul Newman, as all the Sedgwick ladies said. His favorite jazz station, the only jazz station accessible to our small town of 1,500 Kansans, played as it always did when Dad was around.

It was mid-August in 1981, and I was leaving everything I had ever known behind. We passed all the rows of our crops, alfalfa on my left, corn on my right, all stretching to the blue sky. Those rows we passed felt like years ticking off behind me as we drove east on the long, straight road toward the Kansas horizon. My heart was a little heavy—I still carry a longing for those early family days—but in my bones, I had a growing sense of excitement for the new adventure I was speeding toward. I had no way of knowing that later on that sunny summer afternoon I would meet the person who would change the trajectory of my life forever: Katy Brosnahan, who the world would someday know as Kate Spade.



With our passion for music, art and fashion, my family was a bit of an outlier compared to the general Sedgwick community. A fourth-generation farmer, my dad had fallen in love with Mom, an East Coast beauty who was a flight attendant when they met on a short flight my mother was working from Wichita to Kansas City. They got married in their early twenties in El Dorado, Kansas, on New Year’s Day, and she moved to the Midwest. In addition to their farming day jobs, Dad was a musician who played piano as well as numerous other instruments, and Mom was an aspiring artist—she had a side career as an illustrator for retail stores in and around our nearest large city, Wichita. She subscribed to Women’s Wear Daily, and my earliest memories involve running home from school and sneaking a peek at the pages featuring stylish women in their beautiful clothes before tending to my daily farm chores.

I was the youngest of the four Cox daughters. Holiday and Shon were the eldest, nine and eight years older than I, and I considered them glamorous grown-up teens at the time. Holiday was strikingly beautiful and had inherited my mother’s interest in art. Shon had an incredible sense of humor, and in some ways was everybody’s favorite. She has a remarkable singing voice, and even as a teen would wow the folks at the Plymouth Congregational Church when she sang in the choir. Years later, she would sing at my wedding and leave our guests virtually breathless. Willow was two years my senior, so most of my misadventures involved her. She was a whirlwind of energy and a horse fanatic—and would often get the two of us into all kinds of mischief.

Our 1,500-acre farm was small in comparison to our neighbors’. We raised mostly Angus cattle, grew a variety of crops including wheat, corn, soybeans, alfalfa and milo (some call this sorghum; it’s used a lot as cattle feed). From around the age of six or seven years old we had daily chores. For my sisters and me, our primary job was to keep the animals fed, gather the eggs and keep things generally in order. My mom would say, “The animals don’t know it’s the weekend. They don’t know it’s your birthday. They don’t know it’s Christmas.” The point was that our job was 365 days a year, no room for discussion. We were always home after school. Not that there was much of a neighborhood to play in, our nearest neighbor being three miles away. There were no playdates back in the late sixties and early seventies. We had each other; we had our animals; we had our chores.

Often on the weekends, we would have to drive the cattle from field to field. Dad would be on his tractor pulling a huge stack of alfalfa hay to lure the three hundred or so cattle in the right direction. Our team consisted of Willow on her quarter horse, Sweet Pea; me on Honey, my palomino; and my dog Bear, an enormous half German shepherd, half Catahoula, nipping at the heels of any cattle that were straggling. We generally had seasonal help for big drives, up to a dozen local hands who made their living working for farm families like ours. It was dirty, exhausting work, but in retrospect, those days introduced me to the value of a job well done. After the drive, my mother would make a huge dinner for anyone who could stay, usually fifteen or twenty people. My mother is a fantastic cook and would do the “farm to table” thing in a literal way.

The running of the farm and the business of the farm were a big part of our upbringing. At seven years old, each of us joined 4-H club. Back then it was an organization primarily for teaching farm kids the business of farming and animal husbandry. Our annual project was raising cattle. My father would help me choose a calf, then walk me through the expenses of paying for the feed and maintenance of raising it. After a year we would enter the now fully grown steer in a regional competition. My very first steer I named Harry. For the show, I would have to wash him, fluff and brush his fur, shine his hooves with black shoe polish and style his tail with hair spray. Lastly, I would parade Harry around the arena much like a trainer at the Westminster dog show.

That first year, I won a blue ribbon, and afterward, they auctioned Harry off. I didn’t really know what was happening, but my dad slapped him on the bottom and Harry ran up a ramp into a waiting semi. I suddenly understood where my steer was going. My dad explained that was the business we were in; it was our livelihood; it was how farms work to provide people with food for their family’s table. I cried my eyes out in my best cowgirl outfit of Wrangler jeans, boots and my camel-colored cowboy hat. But in a few weeks, I received a check from the auction buyer for $1,200. From that, I paid back the cost of the feed, and all the other expenses of raising the steer. We put the balance of $400 in my account for the next year. My parents allowed me to take $20 of it to go out and buy whatever I wanted. Turns out almost everything I needed to know about business, I learned on a farm.

I have so many good memories from my childhood. Like on those dreamy days when spring began to show bright green wheat sprouts in our fields, Willow and I would wake up early before school and ride bareback through the sweet-smelling alfalfa fields with no halters on our horses. It was a pretty glorious way to be a kid. Like the stories in my favorite children’s books, there was both magic and heartbreak in living on our farm. Those early days are the fabric that created the people we became. I feel lucky to have had them.



Dad and I pulled the Cutlass up to Gertrude Sellards Pearson Hall, which everyone called GSP, one of the two freshman girls’ dorms at the University of Kansas. We found a small army of fraternity boys waiting on the sidewalk to help the incoming freshman girls haul their stuff to their rooms.

Dad frowned when he saw them, but I couldn’t stop grinning. We got out of my car and unloaded my stuff—milk crates full of books, a Pier 1 Imports giant palm leaf and lamp, a wicker laundry basket filled with clothes and suitcases. Before the luggage hit the ground, a swarm of polite young male pledges grabbed my stuff and carried it toward the dorm.

“I think I should stick around for a while,” grumbled Dad, eyeing the boys. Unlike most native Kansans, he was a bit suspicious when it came to strangers offering help. As the father of four daughters, he was particularly skeptical.

I gave him a reassuring hug. Reluctantly, and in retrospect, a bit teary-eyed, Dad got back in my car to drive home. I wasn’t allowed to bring it to school until I could prove myself with good grades. I waved goodbye from the curb until he was out of sight and then spun around and ran up the stairs to my dorm. I know now that seeing the last of your children leaving for college is one of the hardest days in a parent’s life. At that moment, I wasn’t thinking about how my dad must have felt driving home without me.

On the top step, I took a minute to look around and get my bearings. Unlike the flat and open farm fields I grew up with, the University of Kansas was nestled into the rolling lush green hills that bordered the eastern part of our state. I felt like a character from the movie Love Story ensconced in the redbrick colonial buildings of our campus. The school was sprawling but organized like a small village. A fifteen-minute walk would bring us to downtown Lawrence, a quaint college town with great shopping and terrific barbecue and burger joints. As I stood in front of that door to my new home, I remember my heart pounding. Everywhere I turned, there were actually people walking around, not something I was used to seeing in Sedgwick.

I went inside to find my luggage already piled in the middle of my room. To one of the boys, I said, “Thanks for doing the heavy lifting.”

He was cute.

“Happy to help,” said Cute Boy, and he handed me a sheet of paper as he left.

It was an invitation to a party at his fraternity. I’d already heard about the KU tradition called Country Club Week, a solid week of parties between registration and the start of classes. The fraternity pledges (first-years) were on a mission to get freshman girls to come to their parties. It all sounded like a blast to me. I looked over the invite for a meet and greet that very night starring the omnipresent beer keg. In the next hour, I’d collect half a dozen invites to frat mixers for that week, all from freshman pledges, each one handsomer than the next! I remember thinking how in one day life had changed for me so quickly; I was the happiest I’d ever been.

My dormmates trickled in over the course of the day, and I was there to greet the gang. As it turned out, I was not the only Pier 1 Imports fan. I’d never seen so much wicker in my life. My roommate, Anne, was from North Carolina. Her style was hip and funky, head to toe in the Limited, the affordable high-fashion choice of the times—and I liked her on sight. I considered myself quite fashion-forward—I had just been on a trip with my mom and sisters to New York City. We shopped downtown in Greenwich Village at Antique Boutique, where I bought a green crinkled jumpsuit, and at Unique Boutique, where I found a double-breasted jacket with Adam Ant–style shoulder pads. On that day, I was wearing the purple parachute pants and scrunched green leather pointy-toed boots that had earned me the gag honor of being named “Weirdest Dresser” at a high school party.

As more girls arrived and we introduced ourselves, we figured out that room assignments were in alphabetical order by last name. I was a Cox, so two doors down were Katy Brosnahan and her roommate, Robin Brown. They were both welcoming and friendly. They wore similar preppy popped-collar polo shirts, Weejun loafers and baggy cotton khaki shorts—I remember wondering if they planned to dress identically. I didn’t realize at that time that they were the real McCoy, sporting preppy style early on, having actually attended private schools. That timeless American look was just gaining steam in the mass market. It was about to take the country by storm with the publication of Lisa Birnbach’s witty The Official Preppy Handbook, outfits worn by fashion icons like Brooke Shields and Princess Di, and the coming explosion of brands like Ralph Lauren and J.Crew. I had a lot to learn.



When I first met Katy, who would become my lifelong best friend, there was no swelling background theme music, no lightning bolt, no fanfare. I kind of dismissed her as a potential friend, and I’m pretty sure she did the same to me. I thought she seemed like a nice person who was very polite, in our Midwestern way, so typical of most people at the university. She was pretty and petite with a slender hourglass figure. She had porcelain skin with a sprinkle of freckles across her upturned nose. Her hair was one of her most attractive features, thick and the color of shiny mahogany. She was endlessly experimenting with new updos, and eventually when we became close friends, she was always fussing with my hair as well.

It’s funny, if I were handed a crystal ball in that moment and could have foreseen what the future would hold for both of us, it would have seemed unbelievable, like some impossibly crazy Hollywood production dreamed up by a team of screenwriters.

Once our rugs were unfurled and every mini-fridge was plugged in, we started getting ready for our first frat party. The college had distributed welcome bags to every freshman girl, which included Virginia Slims cigarettes (can you imagine that now?), Wella Balsam shampoo and conditioner, Crest toothpaste and Shower to Shower talcum powder. I sprinkled some of that powder under my arms and put on a clean, colorful top I had bought at Bloomingdale’s in New York.

All the girls were lined up at bathroom mirrors with blow-dryers, curling irons, eye shadow and Charlie perfume. Favorites by Billy Joel and Fleetwood Mac, along with the Rolling Stones’ new hit “Start Me Up,” were blaring down our hallway.

Katy, the pretty, petite preppy, and I were next to each other at the mirror. She sniffed in my direction. “Oh my God, did you use that powder they gave us?” she asked.

“Um, yes.”

“Don’t you think it smells like a gas station bathroom?” She looked at me in the mirror we were sharing, held her nose and crossed her eyes.

I knew she was trying to be funny, but it did raise my hackles a bit. I never used that powder again.

The party was full of laughter and energy, with booming music and red Solo cups everywhere, and we danced until 4 a.m., ending the night at the doughnut shop. When we got back to the dorm, I mentioned to a bunch of the girls that I was heading to registration right when it opened the following morning—I figured that after our night of partying, everyone would be in recuperation mode and moving slowly.

I was pleasantly surprised when Katy said, “I’ll go with you.”

As we walked over to Ellsworth Hall together at 7:30 a.m., we chatted about the parties we had each gone to the night before. She was clearly tired and hungover, and I wondered why she wasn’t still in bed. I had a guess, though. We neared the building, and I said, “I have to pick up my financial aid check before I register for classes.”

Katy said, “I thought that was why you were coming so early. Me too, but let’s not tell anyone.”

Neither one of us wanted the others to know we were on financial aid. It wasn’t that I was ashamed of it, but I didn’t like having anything out there that would make people see me differently. I wanted to start college without any prejudgments of any kind, and Katy felt the same way. It was our first thing in common, and one that made each of us trust the other with a secret.

We arrived at the right place, and Katy got in the line for the A and B names. I got in the line for C and D names. She got her check, no problem, and waited for me before we headed over to registration for classes.

When it was my turn in line, I said my name: “Elyce Cox.”

The friendly woman in a bright floral dress looked through her stack of envelopes and said, “Sorry, dear, nothing for Elyce Cox.”

I spelled my name to her. She shook her head.

I said, “Okay, thank you, but can you please check again?”

“No, I’m sorry dear, there’s nothing here for you,” she said.

I got out of the line and walked three paces before choking back tears.

Katy put her hand on my shoulder and said, “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I can’t go to school. They don’t have my check, and I can’t register for classes today without it.” My mind sped toward the worst-case scenarios: packing up, leaving. I felt humiliated, totally frustrated… and then I realized, I can’t believe it! I gave her the wrong name!

I ran back to the front of the line and said to the floral dress lady, “Sorry, can you look for the name Barbara Cox?” Barbara is my legal first name, but no one had ever called me anything but my middle name, Elyce, my whole life.

The woman was as relieved as I was as she handed me my check.

Katy started laughing, and I joined in.

I said, “I really thought I wouldn’t be able to register and go to school. I never have to use my legal name. I can’t believe I forgot.”

That episode became one of our running jokes, and in a way brought us a little closer. Katy saw me go from total terror to complete relief in a flash; she understood my panic and sympathized with me.

We both intended to major in journalism and signed up for a lot of the same classes. We started walking to classes together most days from GSP or home from class. One day, I asked her why she picked journalism as her major.

“This is gonna sound crazy,” she explained, “but my favorite show growing up was The Mary Tyler Moore Show. I loved everything about Mary’s life, how she worked at a TV news show and had her own apartment, everything.”

I looked at her wide-eyed, not because I thought it was crazy, but because that show was the reason I was majoring in journalism, too. Every Saturday night growing up, my sisters and I were glued to the TV and teleported into Mary’s world. She had made her own career in a male-dominated industry. She had her own place, dated whomever she wanted, wore fantastic clothes, ate whatever she liked, and hosted parties for her friends. She was likable and funny. Mary’s was the life I’d fantasized about having since I was nine years old.

When I told her that, Katy and I stopped in our tracks and stared at each other. I’m sure millions of girls our age idolized Mary Richards and wanted to grow up to have her life, but I’d never met another one before, besides my sisters. Katy and I stood there for a minute in front of Wescoe Hall in the center of campus, both of us so happily surprised that we had found another person who shared the identical dream of our future life.



We were both good students and serious about school, but there were so many great parties. The girls on our floor traveled in a pack from frat to frat, dancing, meeting guys and having a ball. One big gathering was at a lake on campus—so much beer, and not a ladies’ room in sight.

I was standing with Katy and a few others and leaned over to whisper to her, “I have to go so bad.”

She whispered back, “Let’s go behind some bushes.”

Trees and shrubs surrounded the lake, but we wanted to go to a faraway dark place so no one would see us. Satisfied there was no one nearby, we squatted and did our business, giggling the whole time. We returned to our friends, relieved.

A couple of days later, I felt a burning sensation south of the border. My bottom and back of my thighs were alarmingly itchy. Katy found me in the dorm that night and said, “Elyce, something’s going on with me. I have no idea what it is.”

We went into her room and locked the door. She lowered her cuffed jeans and showed me a violent red rash in the same places I was itching like crazy. I recognized it right away. “You have poison ivy. I thought it was just me.” We must have relieved ourselves on a huge patch of the stuff. Katy, the “city” girl, had never had a rash like this before, but I had, and I knew how stubborn poison ivy could be. Our case proved to be a bad one. We were so embarrassed to explain how we got it that we didn’t tell anyone. For the next two weeks, we both tried not to scratch our bottoms in front of people, and it wasn’t easy. Evenings we would take turns dabbing each other’s backsides with cotton balls dipped in calamine lotion, which was humiliating, kind of funny and almost completely useless. By day I would catch her sneakily rubbing against a chair or doorframe and try not to crack up. But all we had to do was make eye contact and forget it—we’d both start laughing. Our friends thought we were crazy, but they never figured out what our big inside joke was.

There was a TV in the dorm living room, and twenty girls showed up every weekday afternoon to watch All My Children and General Hospital. We planned our class schedule around our soaps. For the full two hours, everybody had to be silent, except during commercials.

The All My Children villain, Erica Kane played by Susan Lucci, was a wealthy, conniving woman who always dressed to the nines like a real (we thought) sophisticated New Yorker. Katy loved Erica Kane’s look, and said, “Someday, I’m going to be able to dress like that.” They shared a petite frame, so Katy could see herself in Erica’s strapless sequined gowns. But the dripping diamonds, big hair and face full of makeup? I was kind of shocked that Katy aspired to glitz and glamour. In some ways, her all-American preppy style was just a uniform she’d been wearing her whole life, but she fantasized about more. She’d had no real exposure to the wider world of fashion outside of the magazines she read. And aside from my few trips to New York City with my mom, neither had I. My fashion inspiration was also from magazines and from MTV, the crazy new video channel that had just launched. I loved the style of those ’80s bands with the wild clothes and shoulder pads. We were not really sure what it was we wanted, but Katy and I both knew we aspired to more. We just didn’t know at that time what form “more” would take.

Katy and I became “Little Sisters of Minerva” to Sigma Alpha Epsilon (SAE), basically female first-year affiliates to the fraternity, where all the pledges were our good friends. The signature party at their house was called Sleep-and-Eat (a little pun on the initials SAE). Everyone showed up in their pj’s and drank trash can punch, which was Hawaiian Punch with every kind of alcohol you can imagine blended in, all served in a fresh and clean (we hoped) lined garbage can. It was traditional for the members to bring dates to these parties. Neither Katy nor I had a boyfriend, but it didn’t matter. Guy friends would ask us just so we could go and have a terrific time. Usually, if I had a date and Katy didn’t, my date would find a guy for Katy, and vice versa. So, for our first Sleep-and-Eat party, my date found one for her, a six-foot-two, two-hundred-pound gentle giant with a full beard. He also seemed to be one of the nicest guys we had met so far.

Katy and I both looked fetching in our pj’s. I had on a lacy slip negligee over a T-shirt and shorts, and Katy wore a white mid-thigh-length negligee over a navy sweatshirt and shorts. Katy sometimes didn’t eat dinner before we went to parties because she didn’t like the dorm food. She liked to have fun at these parties—we all did—but that night, she had too much of a good time. Not that I was counting, but she downed several Solo cups of trash can punch on an empty stomach. Everyone at the party was dancing all night to Earth, Wind & Fire, the Bee Gees and the favorite single “Car Wash,” which got the crowd on their feet. Around three in the morning, we were dancing to Kim Carnes’s “Bette Davis Eyes” in the dim basement, when Katy slowly sank onto the floor that was covered in sticky spilled punch. Her date, Man Bear, leaned down and lifted her up with one hand and flung her over his shoulder as if she were a doll.

“I think Katy has had enough,” he said. “We should take her home.”

I left with them. He rode a Harley-Davidson. We managed to get Katy sandwiched between the two of us and motored back toward GSP in one piece. The roar of the bike and the wind revived her.

“Where are we going?” she shouted.

“Home,” I yelled back.

“No!” she shouted. “Waffle House!”

And that was how we ended the evening—eating waffles at dawn wearing lingerie. Katy took a big bite and said, “Baby! That’s good!” I came to understand then, and for all time, that whenever she was excited, she’d clench both fists, close her eyes and yell, “Baby!”



After some good quarterly grades, I was allowed to bring my car to campus. I was one of the few girls to have wheels, so I drove to a lot of our group outings. One of our friends worked at the local ice cream shop across town. Some of the girls wanted ice cream, so I volunteered to drive over there. Six of us piled into the red Cutlass, including Katy.

She said, “Cheryl’s working today, and she’ll give us all free ice cream!”

“Does Cheryl own the store?” I asked.

“No, weirdo. She’s a student. She just works there,” Katy said.

“Then how can she give us free ice cream? It’s not hers to give.”

Groans from everyone. Katy said, “Stop being such a Goody Two-shoes.”

I admit, I was a little over-the-top with my “you always have to do the right thing” ideals. It was all part of my religious upbringing in a small community.

“You know what? Forget it. I can’t drive you there knowing that you’re stealing from the owner of the store!” I declared. That would make me complicit in something I felt was wrong.

Katy rolled her eyes, and everyone got out of the car. But the next time we went to that ice cream spot, our whole group made a point of paying for their cones.

A few weeks later, on a frigid November night, Katy and I went to the Mad Hatter, a favorite bar in town, along with a big group of girls. I left my pack of Virginia Slims in the Cutlass, and Katy offered to come with me to get them. The two of us wound up getting inside the car and smoking there. Good thing we’d brought our coats; it was freezing. Still, we opened the windows and blew our smoke outside. (While it’s inconceivable for me to think about it today, most of our circle of friends smoked during our college days and into our late twenties. Newscasters would smoke on TV. We enjoyed smoking; it was a way of life. Now even a whiff of cigarette smoke as I’m walking down the street is gross to me. It’s amazing how much things change.)

In the car that night, we talked about our families. I usually dodged questions about mine, other than answering the basics. I would tell people about our small town and what it was like growing up on a working farm. I knew just as much about Katy: She was the fifth of six kids in a big Irish family from Kansas City, Missouri, and she had gone to an all-girls Catholic high school.

That night, I was a little tipsy, and Katy looked at me with genuine curiosity, so I said, “I’m close with my family, but it’s complicated.” I hesitated for a moment. “We went through something when I was young, and it affected all of us. It made us closer, but we don’t talk about it.” Tears emerged, as they always did when I let myself go back there. Even today, when I think about those times, I get emotional.

Katy was curious but put her hand on my shoulder. “You don’t have to say any more if it’s hard for you.”

“It’s okay,” I continued. “It was the saddest time for my family. When I was seven, my older sister, Holiday, got sick with a type of bone cancer. My parents took her all over the country to the best cancer clinics for chemo and radiation, but nothing worked. My other sisters, Shon and Willow, and I had to keep going without any news of what was happening. Willow and I had to live with my aunt and uncle for a time while my parents flew around with Holiday. After two years, Holiday passed away. She was just a teenager. It was so hard for us to lose our sister. It was so hard for my parents to lose their daughter. Everyone in Sedgwick knew what happened. They tried to help, but we kind of shut that down. It was a Protestant thing, I guess, like never involve other people in your personal business. Never cry in front of people. Don’t be weak.”

It was huge to share this story with someone outside my immediate family. I’d never talked to a relative stranger about Holiday before, but it felt safe with Katy. She hugged me and squeezed my hand while I cried. I had a box of Kleenex in the car, and she handed me tissue after tissue until I finished the story.

“I’m so sorry you had to go through that,” she said. “Are your parents okay? I can’t imagine losing a child.”

“They’re together. They’re okay. We don’t talk about it because it hurts too much.”

“I was the same age when my family went through something really hard. It doesn’t compare to yours…” Katy went on to tell me the story of her own family trials, how her parents’ divorce had impacted their close family of six children. Her father and mother got separate places, and life for their family changed drastically. Though they weathered that storm, she carried that sadness with her along with the reluctance of talking about it with anyone. She started crying, and I was the hugger and Kleenex giver then. We’d been the same age when our lives changed, when our families were rearranged. The devastation was emotional and financial for both of our families. It was the biggest thing in our lives, the biggest thing we had in common. From the very start, we empathized with each other’s internal sorrow, and it drew us together.

That conversation in the car went on for hours. We let all our childhood pain spill out and cried through a whole box of tissues. And it felt really good. In those days, especially in the Midwest, people didn’t emotionally lean on one another. I was a private person, and as I’d learn over the years, Katy was extremely private herself.

I asked her not to tell anyone about Holiday. Since childhood, I was looked at by everyone outside our family as the girl whose sister died. Going to college was the first time I’d been free of other people’s pity. Katy looked right at me, wiping away her tears and mine, and said, “I will never tell anyone what happened to you.” From the tone of her voice and the look in her eyes, I knew she would keep my confidence forever—about my sister and anything else. Smiling, she added, “And I know you’d never tell anyone my secrets. You won’t even steal an ice cream cone!” I could not have known it then, but that trust would last a lifetime.
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CHAPTER 2

That spring semester, Katy and I had been ambivalent about rushing sororities. At the very last minute, we decided to go through the process and determine how we felt at the end of it. We ran into the Panhellenic Administration office to sign up, just as the doors were closing.

During rush, you’d travel around to different sororities and meet the members. You had to dress up—not too prim but not too casual. Almost everyone in our dorm was rushing, and we’d get ready together, borrowing each other’s tops and pearls so we wouldn’t be seen wearing the same outfit twice. We crammed into cars to arrive at parties together. Katy’s brother, Earl, had loaned her his old car—a black Chevy with a cracked rearview mirror. She insisted on parking a few blocks from wherever we were going so the sorority girls didn’t see her beat-up old car. We had to walk on slick and icy streets in pumps and risk falling and tearing someone else’s skirt we had borrowed.

Katy was dead serious and stressed-out about rush. I came to realize that whatever Katy committed to, including rushing a sorority, she would focus on and strive to execute brilliantly. Of course, she got invited back to every single sorority. Katy pledged Kappa Kappa Gamma, and I pledged Chi Omega. For sophomore year, we lived at our respective sorority houses, but we were constantly in and out of each other’s.

When you were invited to join a sorority, you had months to study its history, the songs, the members’ names and other relevant information. Later you were tested, and if you passed the test there was an initiation ceremony and a big party. I felt like a princess that whole week. I enjoyed studying and learning about Chi O’s traditions and generations of service to others. It was the first time I had been a part of a national organization that was so inspirational because of the commitment to service. Katy also appreciated the feeling of being part of something bigger than herself. It was so much more than we had ever thought it was going to be. Even now as an adult, I have so many friends and acquaintances because I’m a Chi Omega. At nineteen years old, I could not have foreseen how important those relationships with my sisters would be throughout my life.



When the school year ended, Katy flew to Arizona to stay with her sister Missy, a bright and vivacious flight attendant, and her husband Jon, a lawyer. They had a beautiful home in Paradise Valley outside Scottsdale, and Katy loved it there. The dry weather was great for her allergies, and she got to spend time with her beautiful new baby niece, Whitney. I went home and took a job at the Wichita Country Club, a fancy business club downtown where the Koch brothers were members. I worked the lunch shift at the Men’s Grill. Sorry, no women allowed (besides servers). If they needed more staff for an evening shift, I took it. I worked as many hours as I could; I needed to make as much money as possible for next year at school.

Since long-distance calls were too expensive for either of us, Katy and I wrote long letters to each other all summer long. Every time a letter from Katy arrived, I grabbed it out of the mailbox and ran up to my room to read it. I’d devour every word as she told me about her hostess job at a restaurant called Oscar Taylor’s and described babysitting Whitney. Being apart was difficult, and the letters were such a joy—they made me feel still connected to Katy while we looked forward to seeing each other back at school.

One day, my Wichita Country Club manager, Mike, asked me to work an evening shift for “the Smith wedding.” The uniform was a white tuxedo shirt, a bow tie and a really long polyester skirt with a slit halfway up my thigh. My role was to stand by the elevator with a tray. I was too young to serve alcohol legally, so I was responsible for taking people’s used glasses and offering ashtrays for them to put out their cigarettes.

I realized within thirty minutes that the groom was a graduating senior from KU, and he was marrying Becky, a college acquaintance of mine, who had also just graduated. I barely knew them, so I wasn’t upset that I was not invited, but I knew a lot of the guests from KU and was mortified to be serving them. I begged Mike to let me work in the kitchen, but he insisted I stand there at the elevator for the whole party and clean up my classmates’ dirty glasses. I did my best to act like it didn’t bother me.

The next morning, I told my mom how embarrassed I was by the situation.

She said, “Well, I think it’s great. It builds character.” She gave me the whole “That’s the way life is” speech, refusing to see it from my perspective.

The only person who would understand how I felt was Katy. I called her long-distance to talk about it.

She agreed, “That’s awful! I would have died. But it’s over now, and in just a few weeks, we’ll be together again. Baby!” It was the one time all summer we spoke by phone. It cost me a pretty penny just to hear her voice, but it was worth it.

Looking back, I know my mom was right, and it’s what I would tell my own daughters. However, I wish I could give a giant hug and shout-out to all the kids who work to pay their way through college, or any kids who work to support themselves. Often it’s life without a safety net, and it’s not easy. But they should know, and I can tell them from my fairly extensive work experience, that they are the special ones. They will be the superstars. They’re the ones who are never afraid to roll up their sleeves and make things happen.

One weekend, Katy came to the farm to meet my family and see where I had grown up. My parents had heard so much about this funny, amazing person I was spending all my time with, and they were looking forward to meeting her. My mom and dad and my very-hard-of-hearing eighty-five-year-old grandmother were all excited when we arrived, and they had a big feast of steak, baked potatoes, salad, vegetables and, of course, Mom’s famous chocolate buttermilk cake waiting for us. Katy was her bubbly self at first, but then was uncharacteristically quiet the rest of the weekend.

As I was packing the car to leave, my mom asked, “Is this the same person you have been raving about for the last year? She is really polite but quiet as a mouse.”

I explained to my mom that Katy can get really shy and she clams up when she is nervous, but inside I was bewildered, too.

When Katy and I were driving back, I asked her why she had been so quiet the entire weekend.

“I have to be honest with you,” she said, “and I’m really sorry if it hurts your feelings, but I just couldn’t take how mean your mom was to your grandmother! She constantly yelled at her about everything.”

I actually had to pull off the road because I was laughing so hard. When I could finally catch my breath, I told her, “Katy, my grandmother can’t hear unless you yell.” It took us fifteen minutes to sit up straight after being doubled over with laughter.

Two weeks later, Katy invited me to Kansas City for the weekend to stay at her mom’s place. I was a little nervous because Katy had always described her mother with reverence and awe. We drove into a beautiful tree-lined neighborhood to June Brosnahan’s home. Although modest in size, it felt like an enormous, indoor garden. The living room was sunny with beautiful, richly colored prints on the sofa and chairs, and art on the walls. I admired a beautiful zebra vase with a live fern growing as the zebra’s mane, which June graciously offered to give us. The surroundings immediately felt unique and authentic to Katy’s mother’s personality. June was warm and gracious when Katy introduced us, and as I got to know her, I appreciated her very colorful personality. She was really funny, and I now understood where Katy had gotten her wry sense of humor.

Katy left us in the living room alone to chat while she got ready to go out to lunch. I was trying to be on my best behavior with June. Her graciousness, her voice, vocabulary and flawless manners were no doubt meant to put me at ease, but I talked way too much out of nervousness. Thankfully June ended my babbling when she asked, “Katy, what on earth is taking you so long?”

From the other room, Katy replied, “Mom, I am almost done.”

Her mother admonished, “Oh, Katy, you are never done, food is done. You are either finished or you are through.”

After that, I remained quiet the whole weekend, fearing I would make some sort of verbal faux pas and June would think I was not very smart.

Meeting her family continued during spring break of our sophomore year when Katy and I were invited to Scottsdale to stay with her big sister, Missy, and her husband, Jon. Missy was a slightly older version of Katy, petite, with thick dark auburn hair. She was confident and quick to give advice in a good way. She and Jon rolled out the red carpet for us. They took us to fancy restaurants; chauffeured us around Scottsdale, Tempe and Phoenix to see the sights; gave us a tour of Arizona State University and showed us a nifty apartment complex near campus. As we took it all in, she asked, “Wouldn’t it be great if you guys went here?”

Arizona was stunning and unlike anything I’d seen before. The warmth, sunshine, vegetation and lifestyle were completely different from Kansas. The idea of moving to this alien planet of the West intrigued me. Katy was ready for an adventure, too.

“What if we transferred?” she asked me in the guest room at Missy’s. “If we did it together, it wouldn’t be so scary. We could live together in that apartment complex Missy showed us.”

I’d been transfixed by the apartment complex ever since we saw it. Missy, who was all about getting Katy to move to Arizona, had scoped out a place for us to live that she knew we would fall for. The complex had several dozen units on two levels that all overlooked a swimming pool. Most of the residents were students or recent grads. We could live in a real apartment, not a dorm or sorority house, like grown adults. We could be like Mary Richards and decorate the place in our style. We could host dinner parties for our friends, hang out by the pool all day when not in class. We could pop into our neighbors’ for a cup of sugar.

In the guest room at Missy’s, we were sharing a queen-size bed, wearing extra-large graphic T-shirts from an SAE party, and we talked long into the night about how great our life would be in Arizona.

Katy paused for a second. “Should we really do this? Is it nuts to switch colleges halfway through?”

I suddenly noticed that, for the first time since I’d known her, Katy wasn’t constantly sniffing from allergies. Arizona agreed with her. She could breathe here. I made the decision for us and declared, “It is totally nuts, and we should totally do it.”

“Really?” Katy asked, standing up on the bed.

“Let’s do it!” I shouted.

“Baby!”

We started screaming and jumping up and down on the bed, with Katy yelling “Baby” over and over again.

The next day, I called my parents and told them about our new plan.

Mom asked, “Are you sure about this?” She was concerned. She didn’t want me to move halfway across the country, and I didn’t blame her.

I said to Mom, “I’m sure. Arizona is awesome, and I have Katy.”

As shocked as my parents were by the idea, they didn’t say no, although Mom told me later that she drank two martinis after we had hung up.

Straightaway, we applied for transfers and were accepted. Just like that, it was done. We returned to KU to finish sophomore year. It wasn’t until we were back in our respective sororities that we realized what a big change this would be. The KKG and Chi O houses were like a family to us. We had shared so much with our sorority sisters, and now we were just leaving. Our friends and sisters were sad to hear it but promised to come and visit us for spring break the following year.

Katy and I both went home for the summer and worked to earn as much money as we could. In August 1983, a few days before our move-in date at the apartment complex, I loaded up my car and met Katy at a gas station in El Dorado, Kansas.

“Can you put one of my bags in your trunk?” she asked. “I can barely see out of my rear window.”

“Mine’s full.” I popped open the trunk to show her.

“What are all these coolers?” she asked.

I blushed. “It’s frozen beef from the farm.” My parents insisted I bring a hundred pounds of Angus beef with me to Arizona, so we’d always have food.

Katy cracked up. “Okay, Jethro!” she said. For years to come, whenever I did anything that Katy thought was kind of “farmy” or “yee-haw” (her words), she would refer to me as “Jethro.” It wasn’t a nickname I loved, but eventually I wore it as a badge of honor.

We had our route mapped out with planned stops for gas, meals and an overnight stay. We jumped in our cars, revved them up and caravanned from Kansas to Arizona to start our brand-new life.
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CHAPTER 3

For our cross-country caravan, Katy and I made our stops at a cheery-looking, budget-conscious motel and truck stop diners. The seventeen-hour drive passed quickly—I cranked the Cars, Elvis Costello and Joni Mitchell for company and kept my eye on Katy in her gray Mazda Sport the entire time. We drove through Oklahoma, Texas and New Mexico; the scenery was beautiful but desolate. If we lost each other on the road, I’d worry that we’d never see each other again. Luckily our cars didn’t break down, and we were never more than a few car lengths apart.

With just a few miles left in our journey, we stopped for a look at our map outside of Tempe and to take stock of our new home. I remember thinking how vastly different this desert landscape was to the infinite flat green fields of my youth, or the rolling leafy hills of KU. In every direction, the land spread out in a rich, faded clay tone, dotted everywhere with varieties of multicolored cacti. Hazy mountains ringed the horizon. The air had a delicious scent that I learned to savor: a dry, slightly charred smell with a hint of a floral sweetness that came from the local creosote bushes.

We looked at the view, looked at each other, immediately grabbed hands and began jumping up and down like crazy people. “We made it! We made it!”

Minutes later, we pulled up to the Cedars, our hip new apartment complex. We’d already signed a lease on a sunny, furnished one-bedroom with twin beds. The freezer was just large enough for all my frozen beef, leaving no room for anything else. Within days of moving in, we went to a local fabric store and selected a large, colorful floral print for the entryway table. We found a complementary small, tan-and-forest-green geometric print fabric to wrap the living room sofa and chair. June Brosnahan’s zebra vase with a fern made the trip from Kansas and sat on a windowsill. We really thought our decorating made the place unique and sophisticated. We threw in a couple of framed Picasso and Van Gogh posters and… voilà! Ready for Architectural Digest.

About a week before the start of classes, we were hanging out at the Cedars’ pool, soaking up rays and the laid-back Western vibes. Katy listened to Sade; I sat back and appreciated the fact that she could breathe and was not sniffling. Our neighbors came by and introduced themselves. We started chatting with a couple of fellow ASU students, Lily and Chris, who were dating and who both happened to be from Kansas City. They knew a lot of the same people Katy grew up with. That coincidence sealed it for us: We were meant to be there.

Living in an apartment and not a dorm or sorority house made us feel like grown-ups, like our Mary Richards life had begun. One night that first week, I made one of Katy’s favorite meals for dinner: fried chicken, mashed potatoes and peas. By the time she came home from errands, I’d set our little table with plates and napkins and put a platter of food in the middle.

She looked at our full table and said, “Elyce! Wow, I can’t believe you did this.”

Aside from the vague phrasing, she was being polite but not very enthusiastic. She was smiling, but not really.

“Okay, c’mon, what?” I asked.

“What, what?”

“I know you’re not thrilled about our first dinner at our new home. Can you tell me why, please?”

Katy was quiet for a moment. “Well, I know you really worked hard to make this great for us, but I just don’t want it to be like this every night. Staying in, lots of home-cooked meals, TV. You know. ‘Gals Nights! Whoopee!’ ” She used air quotes for that last part.
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