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She Always Knew How








Prologue




MY FIRST THOUGHT was, women need a Bill of Rights.

“And then I thought, no, what women need is—a Bill of Wrongs.

“When I was a girl,” Mae West continued, “I understood right away that there was this double-standard thing for men and women, not just in sex, but in everything. A man’s world was one of freedom, a woman’s one of limitations. I believe in a single standard for men and women.

“Many women’s lives are defined by the man or men in their lives. I wanted to define my own life. I never thought of myself as a feminist, though many people have said I was. I never identified with groups. It seemed to me that I’m for people’s rights, and women are people, too.

“When a man was courting me, he’d want to put a diamond on my finger, and as soon as he thought he had me, he wanted to put an apron around my waist.

“I made my way in a man’s world. I lived in the world of show business, which was a man’s world as far as where the power was concentrated.

“My mother told me you can’t be too smart, as long as you don’t let it show, especially with men. ‘Men don’t like a woman to be smarter than they are. Brains are an asset as long as you hide them.’ My mother was born in a different time. Things were true in her time that weren’t as true in mine. My mother was forced to live in what was a woman’s world, while ‘the Great World’ was for men.

“What I’m proudest of is that I offered entertainment, not a message. But there was a message, too, only it was subliminal, hidden behind the wisecrack. Women told me I inspired them to stand up and walk on their own two feet, not just lie on their backs.

“I let people know that women like sex, too, and that’s a good thing, not a bad thing, as long as you don’t hurt anyone and as long as you are responsible about children. I can’t say I had a mission, but it turned out that way.

“In my opinion, I lived a selfish life. If you asked me, that’s what I would call it. I was dedicated to myself.

“But then, one day, a woman came up to me in a restaurant, and she said, ‘Miss West, I just wanted to tell you how wonderful you are.’

“‘Well, thank you, honey,’ I said, assuming she was talking about my work as an artiste. ‘Is there something special you liked?’ I thought she was going to name a few things, or maybe say something like, ‘Everything.’ Well, she surprised me. I was expecting something short, but she wanted to tell me all about myself. Fans often do that, but this was different.

“She said, ‘You made a difference, a wonderful difference for all of us women.’

“Well, that made me think. I had to ponder. It made me look back on my life and what it all meant, and you know, I decided my trying for myself had turned out to be trying for all women.

“I hope she was right. Wouldn’t my mother have been proud! My life had made a difference not just for me. That meant my mother’s life had made a difference, because she was the important person in the shaping of who I am.


“Someday there’ll be a woman president. I’m sure of that. Women have been leadin’ men around for centuries. Myself, I never wanted to hold any political office, except maybe vice president.

“Can you believe that there are people who say that I must be a bad person because I play the bad woman so well? They believe the parts I play are me! They don’t give me the credit I deserve as an actress, and a writer.

“The image I want to offer to my public is very important, but even more important is my self-image. That’s my own image of myself.

“My advice to you is, throw away any bad pictures of yourself.

“And dress up in your own home, just to talk on the phone. It changes the way you are, even on the phone.

“You know who Mae West is? I’m Cinderella in modern dress—sort of modern dress—and I wear high-heel wedgies, ’cause those glass slippers are too fragile! The thing I know is, I wouldn’t change my image for no one.

“I created myself. I developed myself. I didn’t turn out exactly this way all at once, though I wasn’t very different when I was a little girl, from the first days I can remember. But in the beginning, I did some tinkerin’.

“I’ve become legendary, but not historical. I’m contemporary.

“I’m proud of my movies, and I’m really glad I made them. They were wonderful in their time, but they are more important now because the grandchildren of the people who watched me in those films can watch me. Many of the people who saw me in the theater are gone, and the others will take their memories with them.

“I’m grateful to my parents, who got my timing right. The twentieth century, it’s a century to treasure.”

When Mae began her career, doors were opened for women. When she finished her career, doors were open to women.










Introduction




ON MY ARRIVAL the afternoon that Mae and I met, she held out her hand to me. As I took it, I scratched my palm on one of her diamond rings. Noticing what had happened, she commented in a matter-of-fact tone, “They’re old-cut, very sharp. That’s the best kind.”

All of her fingers were covered with diamonds. She wore a diamond necklace, a diamond bracelet, and a diamond anklet. These, she explained, were just her “daytime diamonds.” Holding out her hands so I could examine the stones, she said, “Look, they’re all real. They were given to me by admirers.” Her gaze settled on my own unadorned hands.

“Oh, my, you poor kid! You don’t have any!”

For a moment she regarded me silently with amazement and pity. Then she brightened. “But you have some at home?”

I shook my head.

Her look of deep sympathy returned. She studied me for a moment, then said encouragingly, “You could, honey. You could. But you’ve gotta try, and you’ve gotta know how to try. There’s nothing better in life than diamonds.”

“Maybe that’s what one has to believe in order to get them,” I said.


“You’re right,” she said. “You put your finger on it. Everything’s in the mind.” She touched her forehead. “That’s where it all starts. Knowing what you want is the first step toward getting it.” She held out her hands for both of us to admire. “These diamonds here—they’re my friends. Aren’t they beautiful? The only thing more important is health.”

I found myself aware of a distracting sound, something like the fluttering of the wings of little birds. Trying not to appear inattentive to what Mae West was saying, I could not resist glancing around the living room of her Hollywood apartment. But I saw no birdcages.

The sound continued at frequent intervals. Only after Mae had been speaking for a while did I realize that it was the sound of her heavily mascaraed, multilayered false eyelashes brushing her cheeks whenever she blinked.

Our meeting had been arranged by director George Cukor, who had known Mae since the mid-1920s, when they were both working on the stage in New York. She told me when we first met, “You can call me Mae, dear, because you’re George’s friend, and that’s what he calls me.”

Mae West was not anxious to give any interviews, especially to a woman. “I don’t have anything I want to sell, so I don’t like to give it away free.

“If you set your own price on yourself as free, you don’t deserve to get anything. If you don’t put a high value on yourself, why would you expect anyone else to put a high value on you?

“That’s why I was leery of doing any television appearances, which I didn’t get paid for. I didn’t believe in giving away Mae West and downgradin’ her value.

“I’m like fine wine. I get better with age. Now, I’m more me than I ever was, so you get a bonus.”

But she could not say no to George Cukor. She was still hoping that she would write and star in a film that he would direct. He was the director she most wanted. The only problem that concerned Mae was that Cukor was “getting up there in age.” That she was eighty-six at the time, Mae didn’t consider a problem.

Cukor told me that the film he had in mind for Mae would have co-starred her with Natalie Wood, who was also a great favorite of his. It was to be the story of a young woman who goes to a clairvoyant. The young woman is Natalie Wood, and the clairvoyant, Mae West.

“The idea was really inspired by Mae’s own belief in the extrasensory powers of certain individuals and what Mae liked to call ‘The Forces,’” Cukor said. “She tells me she’s had dozens of experiences with them and met all kinds of spirits, but none of them particularly interesting. Oh, well.

“Mae has some other ideas, and she wants to do the script, but she isn’t working quickly enough for either one of us.

“If you’ll pardon the triteness of it, I told her, ‘Time doesn’t stand still, Mae,’ and you know what she said to me?

“‘Not for you, George.’”

Mae said, “When I talked about it with George, I told him that I didn’t want to be the young woman. I insisted on the part of the clairvoyant. He said, ‘That’s fine, Mae.’

“I told him I didn’t want to play a part any older than being in my thirties. He said, ‘The ages of the characters will not be specified. They’ll be of indeterminate age, so everyone can just see.’

“So that sounded fine to me. I started writing my part.”

Mae paused. “I want you to know, this is the last interview I’m ever gonna give.”

“Am I that terrible?” I asked.

“No, dear. It’s not you. You’re very nice. It’s just that I was already in retirement as far as interviews are concerned when George asked me to do him this little favor. So, I came out of interview retirement.


“These days, I’m not interested in meeting a lotta new people. I’ve met so many people in my life, I’m saturated. I’m not promoting anything or selling anything, so I don’t have any reason.

“I’ve only got one of me, and I don’t want to get spread too thin.”

 

Paul Novak, Mae’s friend who lived with her had opened the door for me. He asked how I managed to get through the Ravenswood’s protective lobby and up in the elevator without being announced. I said that George Cukor had suggested I ask for Paul, assuming that strangers gave Mae West’s name. His name would be the password. Mae liked this.

She already knew all the people she wanted to know, especially in light of the many hours she felt compelled to spend on her hair, makeup, and dress before she could see anyone, because of the importance she gave to first impressions. Her face was nearly hidden by its mask of makeup, but her throat and décolletage revealed strikingly fair, soft, and youthful skin.

I had cost her three hours, I was told more than once, but it would have been double that if I had been a man. If she were going to see anyone at all, a man would have been preferable any day, and especially any night, she let me know.

“They always sent a man,” not specifying who “they” were. “I considered spending my time with girls a waste of time, so I didn’t mingle with any.” The only exceptions were her beloved mother and her sister, Beverly. Men were the ones doing the interesting things, she said, and they were the ones who had the power to enable her to do them.

For Mae, Hollywood had real unreality, and that was the way she liked it. To the end, she nobly resisted any assault on her fairy-tale castle. Her Hollywood apartment in the Ravenswood building was truly an extension of Mae West, not only reflecting her, but also enhancing her and probably inspiring her. She had put a great deal of herself into it, and in return had received a great deal back. The furniture was upholstered in eggshell-white silk and satin, and appeared virginal, as if it had just been moved in for my visit. Actually, most of the white and gold furnishings had been there since Mae first arrived in Hollywood, with time out only for reupholstering or cleaning.

Although Mae had owned a great deal of property, including a Santa Monica beach house and a San Fernando Valley ranch, she preferred her Ravenswood apartment to everything else, having called it home since 1932. She said that was where she felt the most secure.

She hadn’t chosen the apartment. That was done by Paramount before she arrived in California. Her only stipulation had been that it be near the studio. Paramount selected the furnishings from its prop department, not realizing that what they did would have to last for almost half a century. Mae liked the results and, over the years, made few changes.

There were none of the ubiquitous house plants. “Plants use up too much oxygen,” Mae explained erroneously, but with certainty. The apartment was cool because, as she said, “It’s good for the furniture and the complexion. I like the air filtered and moving.”

I wondered how her apartment was maintained in such pristine condition, wishing that the answer would be something I could apply to my own, but knowing instinctively that the sorcery could not be transferred. It seemed somehow natural that Mae West’s furniture would not get dirty. Magic has a certain fragility; any answer would only spoil the illusion.

Mae did not like change. “There are people who change just to be changing—their hairstyles, their furnishings, even their faces. I’m not one of those people.”

Once Mae had achieved perfection by her own standards, she avoided further change, because she had never forgotten the life of the stock company and vaudeville when she had no control over her environment. “I did enough traveling when I was very young, so I didn’t need to do that anymore. I got it out of my system, and I’m too finicky. I have everything I want right here, I never want to have to move.”

Mae West’s apartment was a home for her and by her that reflected not some noted interior decorator, but Mae herself. The accumulation of memorabilia, gifts from fans she couldn’t throw away, together with treasured family souvenirs, indicated that the private Mae West was a more sentimental person than her public character pretended to be.

The celebrations of herself on display throughout the apartment—the nude marble statue and oil paintings of Mae West at the moment of her greatest success—evinced no false modesty. They also signified that in her mid-eighties she was not afraid to be in competition with her younger self. She was still optimistic and had plans and ambitions for the future.

The nude statue of her, which was uninhibitedly displayed on the white grand piano, was one of Mae’s prized possessions. It represented one of those rare instances when Mae cast modesty aside and allowed reality to triumph over imagination, especially over male imagination. It was done by a sculptress. “I wouldn’t have posed for a man,” she said. “He’d have never had time to finish the job. Besides, I think a lady is entitled to a few secrets.

“I had murals of naked men on the walls of my beach house. Great art. Nudity in art isn’t sex, it’s art.

“I wish I could’ve shown you my beach house. But I sold it. I miss it.

“About 1950, I bought the greatest beach house in Santa Monica, by the architect [Richard] Neutra, who was a refugee from Vienna. It had the most wonderful water views, and people loved to go there and lie in the sun. I kept plenty of extra swimming trunks around, all sizes and shapes. For myself, I kept the drapes drawn all the time when there was sun, to keep it out. I was asked why I wanted a twenty-two-room beach house when I never set foot on a beach.

“Well, it was a beautiful house, and people I cared about enjoyed it, and I enjoyed the inside of the house, and the outside as we drove up to it. Then, when I sold it because I wasn’t using it much, I was kinda sorry.

“But I made a good profit on any real estate I bought. Well, I’m not exactly boasting because where I was buying in California, it wasn’t easy to lose. Everyone wanted to come here, and they did.

“I never lost any money in art or real estate. Real estate and diamonds, those are the best investments. I always put my money into my own projects, something I was doing or something I could see. Money is sexy for men, but people don’t find it feminine for a woman to talk about it. So, you don’t have to talk about it, just have it. The real security is yourself. You know you can do it, and they can’t ever take that away from you.”

“Do you think money buys happiness?” I asked.

“No,” Mae answered, “but money is a great love potion for an affair. It buys a good bed in a nice bedroom with clean linens and time to enjoy it all. If you have money, you don’t have to worry about it, and worrying spoils your looks and your sexual concentration. Are you doing this whole book about me?

“No,” I said. “There are other people in it, too.”

“I don’t usually like to share. What are you calling your book?

“I don’t know yet. Do you have a suggestion?”

Mae thought for a moment. “You could call the book Mae West and Others. That’s ‘others’ with a small ‘o,’ and I want to be the first. Being first is important in life.


 

When Mae interjected one of her celebrated epigrams or aphorisms to make a point, frequently she would change from a serious tone to the sultry delivery of Diamond Lil. Sometimes she would break up long words into several syllables, pausing between the syllables to create an exaggerated sensual effect and enhance any innuendos for emphasis. She called it her Brooklyn-ese “slanguage.” She was not afraid to use ungrammatical language or incorrect words to make a point, and she occasionally tossed her head so that the movement of her hair would punctuate her comments. Mae always preferred a longer word to a shorter word, if she could think of it in time. “Sometimes I think of the word too late,” she said. “In writing you can slip it in, but in speaking, you can’t get that same conversation back.”

Always the mistress of illusion, Mae wore long dresses or flared-bottom pants designed to cover her stiltlike shoes. Her shoes had the highest heels I had ever seen, and the heels seemed higher than the shoes were long, her feet being quite small. They reminded me of the heels on Carmen Miranda’s platform shoes I had seen exhibited at the museum in Rio de Janeiro, which I mentioned to Mae.

Edith Head had speculated that it was the height of those heels that had produced Mae West’s famous suggestive walk. Head said, “In those shoes it was the only way she could walk! They were so heavy it was actually difficult for her to rise from a chair.”

I asked Mae how she thought men would do if they had to live their lives in high heels.

“They wouldn’t make it,” she answered. “They’d be wiped out.”

Mae loved clothes and was a collector of them. Her perfectly kept gowns were not just stored but seemed to have a life of their own, rather like a row of headless ladies standing there waiting for a party to rescue them from their boredom. The feathered boas and lacy peignoirs looked as though they had stories to tell if I could have interviewed them, but they were forever keeping all confidences. Mae’s final fashion show was for her best and favorite audience, preening for herself, alone.

Later, when she was showing me her wardrobe and she encouraged me to try on some of the clothes, I was hesitant, but she insisted I model a black peignoir. “Doesn’t it make you feel sexy?” she asked. Her words were barely spoken when she looked at me in disgust. I had put it on over my blouse and skirt. “You can’t get the feeling like that,” she explained. “You have to be naked underneath.”

 

Perhaps Mae didn’t like to give interviews to women because she couldn’t act her part. With a woman, she had to reveal more of the private person, because she couldn’t use the time to be flirtatious or playful. “With a woman, Mae West has to be there and can’t just send Diamond Lil,” she told me. “You’ll understand if sometimes I refer to myself as ‘Mae West.’ On occasion, I even think of myself that way. More often, I think of myself as Mae. I’m on very intimate terms with myself, naturally.

“You know, there’s more to Mae West than to Lil,” she said. “For Lil, happiness was sex and diamonds. For Mae, it was work, but people don’t understand how seriously she takes it.

“Not everyone cares the way I do about what I’m doing. Then, they sometimes get angry if you make them work harder. But you don’t let anybody stand in your way. You’ve got to have standards. I wasn’t just a lottery winner, you know.”

I told her I did know. That was why I was there and had wanted to see her.

“If you know you did it yourself,” she continued, “you’re not scared. You know you can do it again.

“Economic independence is as important to a woman as to a man, maybe more important,” Mae said. She had achieved a kind of financial independence, which was rare for a woman, “and I’ve done it on my own, not by inheriting it, not by marrying it, and not on my back, but by using my brain and talent. Every woman has to make certain she’ll always have some change in her coin purse.

“You know, this material you’re getting with me is worth a lot of money, so don’t sell it cheap. If you don’t get a good offer, hold out.

“If you set your own price on yourself as free, you don’t deserve to get anything. If you don’t put a high value on yourself, why would you expect anyone else to put a high value on you?”

 

“When you get a reputation for being funny, people start to laugh at everything you say. It makes it hard to try out your material and judge it. You ask for a cup of coffee, and people read things into that. I’m not a flippant person. There was a lot of serious reflection in what I said.

“I hope you’re going to show me that way in what you write. You know, there was always something going on in my head. My head was always working.

“Did I have a serious side? Both sides of me are serious. It’s pretty serious finding what’s funny. I worked a lot during the Depression, and I understood it was important people laughed so they wouldn’t cry. There were people jumping out of windows. There were people selling apples on the corners who’d never before had anything to do with an apple, except eating it. Guys who had seats on the stock exchange had seats on buses, driving them—if they were lucky.

“You know when I was most serious? When I laughed at myself.”

Mae gave me a hard look and said, “There’s something I’ve gotta tell you before we really get into it.

“If you want to smoke, you’ll have to leave the room and go out into the hall. We don’t keep any ashtrays here. I don’t let anyone smoke in my presence. I don’t breathe it, and I don’t want it getting into the furniture. Let me know when you want to go out into the hall.”

I assured her that this would not be necessary because I didn’t smoke and never had. Her approving look indicated that I had passed an important test.

“Then you’ll keep your soft skin,” she said. “That’s how I kept mine. I always use baby oil. Baby oil’s good for the whole body. But the secret is it has to be warm, and you have to have a man put it on you—all over.

“You aren’t wearing any makeup! Is it because I said you’d better come on time? Did you have to get ready in a hurry?”

“It wasn’t because I didn’t take meeting you seriously,” I said. “It’s because I never wear any makeup.”

“Never?”

“No.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. You’d look good fixed up. Remind me before you leave. I can let you have some powder and lipstick.”

She noticed my Hermès scarf, which I was wearing tied around my neck.

“Is that scarf because you’re cold,” she asked, “or do you have something to hide?”

I took it off.

“That’s better,” she said. “Now, if you’d unbutton a few buttons…Men like it if you show them a thing or two. I dress for women and undress for men.

“I can smell you’re telling the truth about smoking, because if you smoked, your clothes and hair would smell from it, especially your hair. You know, I never liked being touched by a man who smoked.”

Mae invited me to smell some of the powders and perfumes on her vanity. She told me that she had always been extremely conscious of scents.

“My mother was responsible for my olfactory development,” Mae said. “It wasn’t so much what she said as the way she smelled. We all learn more by example, especially when we’re very young.

“My mother always smelled so fresh and clean, like she’d just come out of a bath. I liked to smell her bars of soap. They were perfumed, but not too much. Everything my mother did was delicate. Her perfume just wafted.

“I was especially sensitive because I had great smell buds, like some people have taste buds, you know.

“The baby oil my mother used to rub all over my body was warm, and it had a wonderful aroma. I’ve never felt anything more wonderful than my mother’s gentle massage. She had the softest hands in the world. I guess my baby oil was good for her, too.”

 

I asked about taking a photograph with her, suggesting that Paul could take the picture.

“I wish I could accommodate you, dear, but I never have my photograph taken with a younger woman.” At Mae’s age, the category of “younger woman” included almost every woman.

“I never like to see myself in a picture, except surrounded by men. I only keep the best pictures of myself, you know. You should always keep the best picture of yourself in your own head. You should have beautiful pictures of yourself all around to look at. When you don’t look your best, you shouldn’t even look at yourself in the mirror. You should put on your most beautiful wrapper. You should look your best for yourself when you’re alone. You can’t afford not to look good alone or you’ll stay alone.

“I’ll be glad to give you some pictures of me, and I’ll autograph them for you. That’s something I take very seriously, autographing. Every person who ever wrote me for an autograph, or asked for an autographed picture of me, or sent me something to sign, every one of them got a genuine autograph from me. It was a lot of work, but those were my fans who were asking, and I always treasured my public. I signed every autograph myself, because I would never cheat my fans.”

She signed some pictures for me and a copy of The Pleasure Man, which I had brought along. She signed them all “Sin-cerely.” When I mentioned her little joke, she said, “I have quite a few little touches like that.”

Her next query had the same tone of entrapment as the smoking suggestion. She asked me if I wanted to have a drink. I declined. She said it was a good thing because she didn’t have any liquor.

Paul served us each a glass of water.

“Go ahead and drink your water,” she encouraged me. “We only drink bottled spring water here. I wouldn’t drink a drop of anything else.”

I took a sip and put the glass down.

“Go ahead. Drink some more. We’ve got plenty.”

I drank some more.

“Do you like it?” she asked.

I said that I did. “It’s delicious water.”

“If you want some, Paul will get ice cubes for you. Just say. The ice is made from the same spring water.”

Over the years, Mae had received innumerable offers to do a commercial for any number of products. She always declined. “I don’t do that” was her standard answer for one and all. Then, Poland Spring Water approached her.

“For years, I not only drank it, but I washed all my vegetables in it, and I bathed in it. I brushed my teeth with it, and I washed my hair with it. And I sprayed my breasts with it.

“I’d been drinking Poland Spring Water for twenty-six years, ever since I was six.” Mae did four radio spots for Poland Spring Water.

“My mother was a health nut and my father an athlete,” she said. “I never understood drinking alcohol. It isn’t good for your health or your looks, and it cuts down on what you are. I never wanted to cut down on what I am.

“I guess I owe my good health to my mother. In those days, if you thought like she did, they called you eccentric, or odd. Now a lot of people believe the way she did, and they aren’t called odd. Lots of fruit, vegetables, not many sweets, you know.”

Mae kept looking at the gift-wrapped box I had set down on the table. “What’s that?” she asked with childlike enthusiasm.

“George [Cukor] told me you have a passion for chocolates,” I explained.

“I do have a passion,” she said. “What kind of chocolates are they?”

“One is very healthy, with hardly any sugar. It has prunes and dried apricots inside because I was told you like healthy things. The other is a cream truffle.”

Opening the first box, Mae almost destroyed the contents in her haste to get inside. Then she voraciously attacked the second box, nearly mashing a few creams. It was only after she had both boxes open that she made her choice. As if fearing someone might take the box away from her, she snatched two chocolate truffles.

“I like my pleasure,” she said, composing herself and holding out the box to me. “You can have one, too, honey.” She never let go of the box. Not wishing to deprive her, I selected one chocolate-covered apricot and began to eat it.

“The next time you come, I’m gonna give you some chocolate. Have you ever eaten Ragtime chocolate? Hardly anyone does anymore. I know the last place in America that still makes it, and it’s not far from here.”

Mae indulged in one more and was reaching for a fourth when Paul Novak firmly took the box away from her. She looked petulant, but not displeased. Clearly, she was accustomed to and enjoyed having him watch over her. “I like my men to be men,” she said after Paul had left.

“Pills, I never take them. I don’t even take vitamin pills because who knows what’s in them? If I don’t know what’s in something, I don’t like to put it into me.

“I think what they say is true. If something isn’t broke, why fix it? And I’m in wonderful shape, no pun intended.

“I was always indefatigable. I never knew exactly why. I always had this extraordinary energy that I had to do something with. They only just found out that I had a double thyroid. Always had it, but I didn’t know it. Maybe that’s been the source of my energy, especially my sex energy. When they told me I had a double thyroid, they wanted to take one away, but I wasn’t doing that. I don’t believe in tampering with what’s going right.

“I would never, ever have my ears pierced. I took a chance of losing a favorite diamond earring, which I never did. But I wasn’t having anyone make a hole in my ear.”

I suggested that what the world considers odd or eccentric might actually be a person’s good fortune, but there would always be those who valued conformity over individuality.

“It isn’t what I do, but how I do it. It isn’t what I say, but how I say it. And how I look when I do it and say it. Individuality is everything. Individuality, and enthusiasm, too.

“I could hardly wait for life. I wanted to run toward it with open arms….


“Do you know what question I’m asked the most? About the mirrors on my bedroom ceiling. I say, ‘I like to see how I’m doin’.’ It’s the truth. It’s very exciting. You should try it.

“And the next question I’m most often asked is, am I always the Mae West everybody knows, or am I different when I’m alone?

“The answer is, when I’m alone, I’m the same Mae West. But you’ll have to take my word for it, ’cause when I’m alone, there isn’t anyone else here.”

After my meetings with Mae, I was asked, “Did Mae West understand about protecting her myth, or did she believe it?”

The answer to both questions is yes.











Chapter One

CHILDHOOD

(1893–1910)




I ACHED FOR IT, the spotlight, which was like the strongest man’s arms around me,” Mae told me.

“Do you want to know about my first love affair? It was when I was five. I made my debut in Brooklyn at the Royal Theatre.

“I fell in love on that stage. It was with my audience, and it’s lasted all my life. That was the only love affair that ever really counted. No man could equal that. I could hardly wait to be on the stage—in the warm glow of the lights. Even then I’d never felt so alive. I heard the applause, applause just for me. I knew they really liked me, and I knew then there wasn’t any other place I wanted to be. I’ve never been more secure than when I’m on stage. I had to have the spotlight more than anything else, shining full on me.

“I was lucky to know so early what I wanted to do and be in life. It saved a lot of time and going in wrong directions. I always thought I had a long time ahead, but I didn’t have a guarantee, so I figured early it was better not to waste any time.


“As a child, I was always imagining my name up in lights. I would fall asleep at night seeing my name up there, all in lights. It was beautiful. I used to sit and practice my autograph for hours. I’d try one way and then another, until I got it just right. I’m the one who changed my name from May to Mae. It looked better to me that way when I was a little girl practicing signing the autographs. I didn’t like that ‘y’ hanging down below the line. I don’t like things hanging down, and I don’t like anything downbeat.

“My father asked me if I’d like a dollhouse for my dolls. I said, ‘No, thank you. Why would I need a dollhouse? My dolls live here with us in our house.’

“My mother looked down and smiled very slightly. She knew me so well.

“‘Then, what would you like me to build for you, Mae?’ my father asked me.

“My mother and I answered in unison, ‘A stage!’

“So my father set about building a stage for me to practice my acts on. My mother made the curtain. She could sew beautifully, because she’d studied to be a modiste. I wasn’t allowed to see what my father was doing until it was all finished.

“My mother took me to see the stage. My father was standing proudly beside it. ‘Do you like it, Mae?’ he asked. From his tone, I knew he knew my answer.

“My mother drew open the beautiful white curtain she had made, and I went right up on the stage.

“I introduced my act, and I began by dancing and then I sang, both at the same time, which isn’t easy, but I didn’t get out of breath.

“I saw many, many stages in my life, but I never saw a more beautiful one than the little one my father made for a little girl.

“I wish I had it now, but I have it forever in my memory.”


 

“My mother did everything I wanted. If I saw a doll, she got me the doll I wanted. Only that doll would do.

“Once we went to a store, and there were a hundred dolls. I didn’t count. Maybe there were more. Everyone thought all the dolls looked alike. The one I wanted was on the highest shelf where no one could reach. They had to go and get a ladder and someone to climb the ladder.

“It drew a crowd. Everyone in the store thought I just wanted that one because I was difficult and spoiled. But I wanted her because she had a mauve dress, a beautiful mauve dress. I don’t know where that color went. It used to be real big.

“I was four years old, but I knew I only wanted that one. They didn’t see the difference. If you see the difference and other people don’t, they think you’re just being difficult. I always knew what I wanted, but it was for a reason, not just a whim.

“My mother never questioned it. She made them get a ladder and get me the one I wanted.”

“Do you know where that doll is now?” I asked

“No. I wish I did,” Mae replied. “Maybe the doll’s with my mother.”

 

Mae’s mother, Matilda Delker Doelger, had come to America in 1886 from Bavaria, Germany, where she was born, with her parents and five other children, three sisters and two brothers. Matilda’s father, Jakob Doelger, was related to Peter Doelger, a successful New York brewer. Jakob had met Matilda’s mother in Württemberg, where he was a chemist in a sugar refinery.

“I remember people mistaking my mother for Lillian Russell. That was how beautiful she was. She was more beautiful than Lillian Russell, who people said was the most beautiful woman of her time. It was true, about Lillian Russell and about my mother, too. But my mother weighed less.”

John West, on his father’s side, was of English descent. His family had been in America for several generations. His mother had come from Ireland. West came from a family of Anglicans and Catholics. Matilda was a Protestant.

“The English side of my father’s family came to America from a place called Tuckinghampshire in the eighteenth century,” Mae said. “I was told he was descended from a long line of John Wests, going back to before the 1700s. So I guess he was pretty happy when my little brother, John West, Jr., was born.

“I think my grandmother on my mother’s side was one-half or one-quarter Jewish. I wasn’t paying attention. My mother mentioned it once, when I was with a Jewish girl from school. Mother didn’t treat it as very important. I told George [Cukor], but I never thought much about it.”

Mae’s father, John West, had been a professional boxer, a bare-knuckles fighter. Known far and wide in Brooklyn as Battlin’ Jack, he gave up prizefighting at Matilda’s insistence. He operated a livery stable and then a private detective agency. Matilda had been a corset model, an accomplishment of which she was quite proud. Not only was it a tribute to the beauty of her figure, but she loved the idea of having had a career.

“When my mother worked as a corset model, she wanted to be a designer, a ‘modiste,’ she called it, and she thought in this position she could learn something about dressmaking. She was a wonderful seam-stress. Her parents allowed her to have this job because it was made clear that only women would see her. What she’d really wanted was to be an actress, but at that time, it would’ve meant being classified as a ‘fallen woman,’ even though my mother was a perfect lady. My mother was sexy, but refined. She had a wonderful shape, but she didn’t flaunt it. She didn’t have to. You couldn’t help but notice it.

“She didn’t need a corset.”

 

Matilda and John West were married on January 18, 1889 in Brooklyn.

While the West family approved of the pretty German teenager, her mother’s family did not approve of their daughter’s choice. They had envisioned someone better educated, with a more promising financial future than Battlin’ Jack, as their daughter’s husband. They felt that their “Tillie” had chosen a husband for impractical reasons—romance and passion—and that she would regret it. Matilda’s family considered their daughter too young to commit her future to a man whose prospects seemed so limited, no matter how dashing and charming he was.

“She did exactly the right thing.” Mae told me. “Where would the most important person in my world be if they hadn’t done just what they did? I wouldn’t exist. I wouldn’t be here at all. Or I’d be someone else, and there’s no one else I would want to be.”

Mae said that her mother never complained about her marriage. “She would never have done that. It would have been betraying my father. It would have been bad for my picture of their world. My mother wanted me to believe in their perfect romance, and some of the time they did have it, especially early in their marriage.

“She always told me I should not marry too young. She never said exactly what too early was. She never said that it was what she had done. She explained that marrying too early would interfere with my career. She always told me reasons for what she said. She never once suggested one day I would find my future with a husband and children. From before I was five, there was my career in the theater to think about.”


Mae rose and went to the white grand piano, where there was a silver-framed picture of a beautiful woman.

“I want to show you my mother’s picture. Isn’t she beautiful?”

I agreed.

“She was soft and feminine, completely the opposite from my father. He fought in the ring and on the streets from the time before he was eleven.”

 

Mary Jane West was born on August 17, 1893, in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. She was named after her Irish paternal grandmother, Mary Jane Copley, but she was never called Mary Jane. She was delivered by an aunt who was a midwife. This was considered more decorous than delivery by a male doctor.

“A big part of my luck was my being born at the right time,” Mae told me. “I lived at just the right time for me. A big part of luck in life is you’ve got to get your timing right. A little earlier and they would’ve put a scarlet letter on my forehead or burned me at the stake. A little later, and I couldn’t have shocked people anymore. Now people are shockproof because they’ve been overshocked. Blushing’s gone out of style. When I was born, a lady could still have the vapors and swoon. Skirts had to cover ankles; but then, in just a few years, they didn’t even have to hide thighs.

“My father never seemed disappointed that I wasn’t a boy. Never any sign of it. Father was what you’d call ‘a man’s man.’ He loved sports, like boxing, and he had a lot to pass on to a boy. He passed a lot of it on to me, like training with weights, which I loved.

“My father was a great believer in physical fitness, and he took a keen interest in me being physically strong. He believed in sports, like skating, anything that was fun, not just exercise for the sake of exercise. I learned to ice-skate at a tender age, but he ’specially wanted me to do gymnastics and acrobatics.


“I watched him and I wanted to do what he did because I admired him so much. I never knew anyone stronger, not just up to that time, but from then on. Maybe my own attraction to musclemen who don’t just have muscles, but are strong, too, goes back to my own father. After all, he was the first man I knew.

“The thing he did for muscles and strength was weights, so that’s what I wanted to do. My mother was worried that I’d hurt myself, and I think she was also upset because she thought I might get lumpy biceps, like the boys do.

“My father reassured her that he’d be watching me, and I’d never be handling those weights except under his supervision. I loved doing it. I loved it more than my father did. It was fun. It was fascin-atin’ to see how my strength grew. I never strained, but I was excited when I could lift heavier and heavier weights with less and less effort.

“It’s important you know how to use weights when you do it, or you can injure yourself badly, permanently. I never got injured doing the weights, and they’ve been important to me all my life. The weights keep everything nice and firm, and nothing droppin’ down.

“I was probably the strongest little girl in the country, and I built a beautiful body, with no lumpy muscles.

“Maybe my father was hoping for a boy to continue that long line of John Wests when Mildred, who later changed her name to Beverly, was born. When that didn’t happen, he never said a word about it. Both of my parents seemed real happy with their new baby girl. It had been looking like I was gonna be an only child. Beverly hardly had any time alone with my mother because John Jr. turned up the next year.

“Everyone owes a lot to being lucky, and the most luck you ever get is being born at all. The odds are against you, and you’ve got to get good genes to be healthy and smart, and good parents to guide you and give you a decent environment and start your life. And if you look pretty good, that don’t hurt none, either.

“What I loved about Brooklyn at the turn of the century was the faith people had in their future, and in the future of the country. Everyone believed the twentieth century was going to be the best one that had ever been. It sure was for me, better than I could ever have imagined it being.

“Now, I don’t know what’s coming. People don’t have that enthusiasm they had at the beginning of the twentieth century. People seem different, like their rose-colored glasses got stepped on.”

 

Throughout her life, Mae was interested in the significance of her astrological sign. When she learned that her birthday, August 17, meant she was a Leo, she understood everything. “It’s the strongest sign you can have, and it explains something of why I like lions so much,” she told me.

Born under the sign of Leo, with her rising planet being Venus, she believed her destiny was determined. “I would be strong like a lioness, or even a lion, and, at the same time, totally feminine.”

Mary Jane was actually the second of the four children born to Jack and Matilda. The first, Katie, died in infancy. After Mildred was born in 1898, a brother, John Edwin, Jr., was born in 1900.

“My mother lost a baby girl just before me,” Mae told me. “My mother was only a girl herself, a teenager, when she and my father had their first child.

“My sister only lived a few months, so I was especially precious to my mother. Maybe because of my mother’s love of Katie, I started life with double love. She was so grateful for me. I was her whole world. She treated me like her precious jewel. She did everything for me, everything I wanted. She never even used a bad tone with me.

“My father and mother were both brokenhearted when they had Katie only for a little while before she passed on. I think my mother felt a little guilty, like there was something she did wrong, but she didn’t know what it was. My father and mother were young and healthy, so it didn’t seem right they wouldn’t have a very healthy baby.

“I don’t remember my mother ever telling me about Katie. When I was very young, I heard about her when my mother was talking with some friends from the neighborhood.

“My mother had a lot of German-speaking friends, and these ladies were at our house drinking the strong black coffee with hot milk that my mother loved, and one of the women was crying.

“They were speaking in German. My mother was fifteen before she came from Bavaria to Brooklyn, and she saw German as her secret language. It never occurred to her that I understood it perfectly. Well, not perfectly, but enough to get a pretty good idea of what conversation was transpiring.

“I knew I was good at imitation, and I had a good ear. I had a natural talent for singing, and I think speaking languages might be related. When you’re very young, I think languages come easily, sort of naturally. I’d picked up the German I knew without trying.

“The lady who was crying was telling the others about her baby dying. That’s when my mother started talking about Katie having trouble breathing and how hard she’d fought to breathe and how much she wanted to live. That was when my mother started crying. After that, my sister Katie seemed very real to me. All my life, I remember her like a living person.

“Then, another woman told about losing a baby, and they were all crying. I guess I was about four. I never forgot that kaffeeklatsch.

“My mother served my meals on fine hand-painted china which had come from Germany. I was so young when she began using the dishes, I don’t remember when she didn’t. She only used the dishes for me, never for my sister and brother, because she didn’t think they would be careful enough, and she really loved those dishes. Even when they were grown up, she couldn’t trust her dishes with them. They broke things. They didn’t have my aesthetic sensibilities and artistic appreciation. They would have been ‘just dishes’ to them. And they didn’t notice or care that I was served on special dishes. Even my father didn’t get served from those dishes. He understood. He didn’t want to use those dishes. Too much of a responsibility. I didn’t have to be told they were very precious and valuable. I could see it with my own eyes, and I could see how my mother touched them with love.

“Not everything had to be said between my mother and me. We understood each other.

“I didn’t have to think about being careful. I just naturally was. I never broke one saucer or one cup or one dish.

“I’m a person who eats with my eyes. The food has to look beautiful and appetizing to me, or I lose my appetite. My mother understood that. She was a wonderful cook, and she made everything look beautiful on those wonderful dishes. Now, Paul [Novak] does all of the cooking for us, and he’s a wonderful cook. I tell him what I want and he does it just the way I like it. Sometimes he has to practice a little because he didn’t learn from his mother the way my mother learned from my grandmother.”

 

“I’ll tell you a secret, honey, a kind of confidence. There were times in my life, not many, but a few, when I wished I could go back just for a day or an evening to the time before I was world famous, when I could go anywhere and not be recognized. There is a difference between being noticed and being recognized. I could never go anywhere and not be noticed.

“Before I was two years old, my mother used to dress me up in beautiful clothes, and she would dress up, too. She loved to dress up. She would have looked beautiful in rags, but she kept her lovely clothes and mine in perfect condition.

“I guess we made quite a picture when we went out on our promenade. My mother told me the neighbors and friends and strangers and shopkeepers and clerks in the stores would all say, ‘What a beautiful little girl you have!’ And she would smile that smile that could light up a block.

“I remember my father said some of the men in the street used compliments about me to try and start up a conversation with my mother. But she wouldn’t talk with them. She would smile, or nod, and move on quickly. My mother always had perfect manners.”

 

“I admired a lot about my father, and I looked up to him, but I wasn’t as close to him as I was to my mother. I knew he was a good father. What I didn’t like was he smelled of cigar smoke, and the smell of cigar smoke made me sick, as long as I can remember. He never smoked his cigar in my presence, but the smell of his cigar never went away. You know how some people have more sensitive taste buds, well I’ve got more sensitive smell buds. I found myself moving away from him. He didn’t seem to notice.

“He had this terrible temper, but never with my mother or us children. He was gentle with us. It’s a funny thing, but all my life, it seemed I was being attracted to men who, in a lot of ways, resembled my father. I guess I was like my mother that way, too.”

 

“I was a perfectly healthy child. I was so healthy I didn’t even know what it meant to be sick. I didn’t have toothaches, and I never had cavities. I didn’t know how a toothache felt, or a tummy-ache. I was naturally healthy, but my mother watched over me all the time, and my father, too. My father gave up boxing, more or less, but he stayed in training. Both my parents believed in eating only fresh food, fruit, vegetables, no cans, no packages. I had this fabulous energy, and my parents did, too. I never saw them get tired. My father was a very physical person. He never could sit still very long. My mother was very even and her energy was never jerky, but she always had it to draw on.

“My father liked his food, all fresh, and that was the way my mother’s mother taught her to cook. My mother’s mother was French, or partly French, French Alsatian, something like that. Her name was Christiana Bimier. I think my mother’s cooking had a French accent. She cooked very American for my father, who enjoyed it that way. She was proud of her accomplishment and, at the time, we took her delicious food for granted, but she was very careful for herself about portion size.”

Matilda liked to eat, but she cared even more about her beautiful figure.

“I thought my mother enjoyed cooking. Maybe it was just she never complained. She had what you might call a sunny disposition.

“Something I wondered about is, she never talked about me learning to cook. And I never talked to her about it. I wasn’t interested in knowing how it was done. Even as a child, I never confused liking to eat with liking to cook. I enjoyed going out to restaurants with good food, but I never confused that with wanting to buy a restaurant.

“I was too busy working on my career to want to learn to cook. I guess if my mother never suggested showing me how to do anything in the kitchen, maybe it was because she really wanted to get out of the kitchen herself.

“I never did learn to cook. I didn’t have time.

“I owe it to my parents that I got such wonderful teeth. I owe it to my mother that they stayed in condition, because she wouldn’t let me eat candy when I was a child, when my teeth were just beginners. She told me I could have some, but not until I got my first teeth, because your first teeth determine what your second teeth will be. That way you give your final set of teeth the best chance to be healthy. After that, you and your teeth are on your own. I have every one of mine.

“After I got all my final teeth, I indulged a little. My first choice of an indulgence has always been chocolate. I believe it’s healthy, contrary to some popular misconceptions. I hope one day it’s proven healthy. I always feel my best when I eat chocolate, and when you feel your best, it shows. You look your best.

“Personality being everything, teeth are very important. They determine whether you will be a sunny person, with a good smile, or someone hiding in the shadows, lips sealed together so people won’t see your teeth.

“You know, I never had a cold—well, anyway, not more often than once every ten years. I thought it was kind of a defeat when I had one, and I felt ashamed. A performer can’t afford colds.

“I made up my mind not to have a cold. People don’t understand the power of the mind.” She touched her forehead. “Everything’s right here. Everybody’s busy thinking about what’s in other people’s heads. It’s your own you’ve got to live with.

“Imagination can make you happier. People don’t have to use their minds to torture themselves. I never understood why people use their minds to store unhappy thoughts. It’s not easy to shut out thoughts of bad stuff once they get into your head, so the best thing is to try and stop them from getting in. I think you’ve got to take as good care of your mind as you do of your body. Just like you put oil on your body and take bubble baths to keep it soft and in good shape, you don’t want to clutter up your mind with negative thoughts and bad news.

“When I grew up, I wanted to take care of my mother and spoil her the way she had done for me.


“She always started out talking to me saying, ‘Dear, would you please do this,’ or she’d say, ‘Would you do this for Mother?’ She had such beautiful manners, and she understood I could never be forced. Even a wrong tone of voice upset me terribly. I’ve never liked arguments. They ruin everything. They ruin eating. They disturb your work. They aren’t good for making love. They can get into your head, so you hear the bad words more than once. And you might say something you’re sorry for. I never argued. My mother was the same way.”

Mae’s mother was careful to see that “baby May” was tucked far back in her baby carriage, with the top sheltering her from the rays of the sun. When Matilda took the little girl for her first walks, she tied pretty bonnets under Mae’s chin, and as soon as Mae could carry her own parasol, her mother had one made for her, using the same material that was used in her own. Matilda avoided the midday hours of the brightest sun in order to protect Mae’s soft white skin, as well as her own.

“The sun is a great enemy to a fair and delicate complexion,” Mae said. “My mother knew that, and she was very careful to have us stay out of the sunlight. She was way ahead of her time in everything. We walked in the shade. She wore big hats that were like small parasols, and I got one, too. Sometimes we carried our parasols. She had a bigger one, and I had a smaller one. A parasol is a very feminine thing, and practical. They went out of style, but I think they should come back, especially now that there’s more emphasis on what the sun can do to your skin, not only to its beauty, but its health.

“A lot of sun damage is done years before it shows up. The damage has been done.”

Mae showed me her hands. “Look—no brown spots. It wouldn’t have been much fun wearing my twenty-two-karat ring, if I didn’t have good-looking hands. They’re the same as when I was a girl. My hands are twenty-four-year-old hands. No, I take that back. Twelve-year-old. And it isn’t just your hands you want to protect. The rest of me is just like that, too.”

Mae opened the top of her blouse to reveal fair, unwrinkled skin. “Here—look. Just like baby’s skin. Feel it.” It was soft, like a baby’s skin.

“I never allow bright sunlight to come into my home. When I see pictures of sunbathers, I think, ‘Poor things.’ The delicacy of her complexion is more important to a woman, but men should care, too. They should do their best to look good, too.

“Those out in front of us get the benefits of our taking care of how we look, but the person inside of each one of us gets the greatest benefit.”

 

“My parents were sitting at the table and whispering. Well, my father wasn’t exactly whispering, which is how I happen to know about it. And he wasn’t exactly sitting there, because my father was up and pacing. He was very physical, and he didn’t like to sit still for too long, especially if he got agitated, which he often did.

“My mother was calmly explaining about some money she got from her family. She always spoke calmly. It was her way of calming my father. I was in my bed, and I didn’t have to get up and look in to see that my father wasn’t pleased.

“He said, ‘I don’t want any money from your family, so use it for yourself and Mae.’ This was before Beverly was born. That was the only time I ever heard them discuss it specifically, but personally, I think it happened a lot.

“Us children always got everything we wanted and nobody ever had to look at a price tag. We had what we needed, with no worry. No worry is important. My mother often didn’t ask the price for a dress or shoes or a hat, especially where a hat was concerned. She’d just try them on, and everything looked good on her.


“Mother just walked out with whatever she bought. The bill must have gone to my father because I never saw any bills go to my mother.

“My father was not driven by ambition. He was pleasure-loving. He believed more in being happy, but he was always a good provider. Imagine what he would have been if he tried!”

 

“I used to love shopping with my mother. I’d be all dressed up the way she was for a promenade. We never went shopping without dressing up, because it was a special occasion, and we both enjoyed sharing the experience. When she would ask me which dress I thought looked best, I would say, ‘All of them.’ She would laugh, and select one or two.

“She always showed the dress first to my father before she wore it, to see if he liked it. He always did. She would ask him to choose one. He would say, “Buy them both. They all look good on you.” He always encouraged her to buy more dresses. My mother had the tiniest waist, and even after four children, her breasts were beautiful.”

 

Mae was a careful child, as her mother told her later, and she never spilled anything on her dress. She wished to be as meticulous as her mother, who was her model in all things. Her mother also told her that when Mae was as young as two or three, she would reject a dress to wear that day if it was wrinkled.

Mae realized later that some mothers might have been “put out by having such a fussy child,” but not hers. Matilda was proud that her daughter was so discerning.

“I’ve always liked ecru,” Mae said. “That’s a color, you know. It was a color my mother always wore. Those warm flesh tones are sexy, while restrained. But they are a little fragile.

“Mauve was one of mother’s favorite colors, too, and it’s one of mine. It’s easy to find harsher versions of colors, like purple and pink, which are easier to dye. I had a wonderful dress when I was a girl. It’s difficult to describe the color. The closest I can come is pale peach. Boys called me ‘Peaches’ back in those days when I was about twelve. Maybe the dress had something to do with it.

“Anyone who knew me well as a very small child, remembered me as being what you might call ‘clothes-conscious.’ My mother told a neighbor that my first words were, ‘What am I going to wear?’

“My mother’s words were a little bit of an exaggeration, you might say, but I’ve always been interested in clothes; like my mother, I spent a lot of thoughts on them. People spend a lot of time considering how they will spend their money, but not on how they will spend their thoughts, which is even more important. Some of my interest was for my character, some for my audience, and some of it was just for me. Nice clothes made me feel good.”

Mae remembered what she loved to do as early as four, to look in store windows. Everyone, including her mother, believed that “little May” was looking at the merchandise in the stores. It seemed strange when she looked into the windows, not just at dresses, dolls, and cakes, but at rakes and shovels. Matilda soon learned what so fascinated her little girl.

It was Mae’s own reflection. Mae knew it was an exceptionally pretty girl she saw there in the glass looking back at her.

Her mother did her hair with care, whether for an afternoon’s shopping promenade or for just a quick trip to the store. When she went into one of the shops with her mother, or they met acquaintances of her mother’s on the street, everyone reaffirmed what Mae already knew.

“Matilda, you must be so proud. May is beautiful.”

Mae continued to look at her own reflection in the shop windows. “It was a sort of foggy image with no sharp edges, and I preferred its softness to the harder reflections in regular mirrors. That was true when I was a little girl and a teenager. It stayed true.

“Take a look now, dear, at the glass on the tables there,” she said to me. The tables had mirror tops. “You can see your own reflection. Get up and take a look.” I did, although I already knew what I looked like.

“I was very lucky to have the parents I did. I was very proud of my father, so strong and handsome, and I had the most beautiful and best mother who ever lived.”

On the white piano, Mae had pictures of her parents in old silver frames. “I lost a lot of pictures when the basement flooded,” she told me. “It was terrible. I lost a part of me.”

She paused before continuing.

“I was an only child for a long time. I was lucky that way. I had my mother, as my companion and friend, totally devoted to me. I had a sister and a brother, but they came along later, and it wasn’t the same for them. I had my mother alone for the first five years. My sister and brother had to share her with each other and with me.

“By the time they came, I didn’t need so much from her anymore. I’d had the good start and the advantage that I always knew what I wanted.

“I was never jealous of my sister and brother. In my whole life, I’ve never envied anyone. I was too busy thinking about myself.

“Even so, I still got most of the attention after Beverly and then my brother, John, one year later. That’s just the way it was, the bond between my mother and me, for as long as one of us was alive.

“I think an only child has a lot of advantages because of having all the attention of the parents. I’ve always felt like an only child. I had the chance to perfect my personality. Even what’s natural needs a little developing.

“My sister, Beverly, had a clubfoot. She never wanted anyone to see it. She didn’t have my self-confidence. I had enough for both of us, but I couldn’t share it. I wish I could have, because I had plenty to spare.

“I think Beverly had two handicaps. One was her foot, and the other was me.

“She was ashamed of having this deformed foot. My parents never said anything about it or made anything of it, but she always had me to make the comparison with. And my mother, too. We both had beautiful feet.

“From the first as a little girl, I had very pretty feet. I remember my mother exclaiming over them when I was very little, and kissing them and saying how beautiful they were. My feet were perfectly formed and my mother used to look very happy as, after my bath, she would massage them with warm oil.

“I always had shoes that fit perfectly and were never too small. She paid a lot of attention to making sure I got a lot of new shoes, so shoes that were too small wouldn’t deform my smallest toes. She had me wiggle my toes in the shoes for her.

“As soon as I saw my sister was drawn to show business, I tried to help her, putting her into my shows. I really wanted to help her, but not perform with her.”

 

“My father had a livery stable after he gave up boxing because my mother didn’t want him to get hurt. He told her, ‘I don’t just know how to hit, but I know how to duck,’ but that wasn’t enough to make my mother happy. My father wanted my mother to be happy. He melted before her gaze, and that was well after the honeymoon.

“His stable had carriages and coaches with horses, and sleighs for the winter. My mother and I enjoyed carriage rides and sleigh rides. It was a very good business until it wasn’t. The automobile happened. Some people told my father the automobile was a passing fad, but he was smarter and knew better, and he looked around for another business he would enjoy. It was important he enjoyed what he did, because he was a very enthusiastic person. He couldn’t be tied to an office all day, or he probably would have lost his temper and ended up in a brawl.

“I remember once a man looked the wrong way at my mother, and my father took care of him. My mother had this beautiful figure, tiny waist and a lovely bosom, but not as big as mine. I don’t think my mother noticed that look, but she sure noticed what my father did.

“My father walked up to the man, and he hit him with his fist. Just one blow, and he knocked him down. The man wasn’t knocked out, but he just lay there. He knew better than to get up and maybe get hit again. My father wasn’t going to hit him again, because he knew the man had learned his lesson. My father could have knocked him out, but didn’t want to hurt him, just teach him a lesson and embarrass him. My father was a natural boxer.

“When he was going to hit that man, my mother said, ‘Oh, no, don’t do that. Oh, you mustn’t do that.’ But she spoke softly, as she usually did. She didn’t really try very hard to stop him. Not that she could have stopped him, but personally I think she liked it. It made her feel appreciated, protected and feminine.

“After the stable, my father opened a detective agency. There was a waiting room, and I used to sit there on one of the chairs. My legs didn’t reach the floor yet.

“I would play with my doll and make up stories for her. She became a detective and solved mysteries I made up. I didn’t want to disturb my father while he was working. Besides, I liked to watch the people who came to see him, and speculate on why they were there. I would scrutinize them.

“I would see the men change their deportment as they were called in to see my father. They were all men. I guess women didn’t go to detective agencies in those days.


“When they left, I’d go in and give Father my opinions of them. I was always right. He’d go home and say to my mother, ‘How could Mae know so much about people? She’s had no experience in the world. She’s so sheltered. But she can read them.’

“Mother said to him, ‘I told you. That’s how Mae is about people. Mae’s been doing that from the first moment she could talk, and before. She knows right away about people. She likes them or she doesn’t. And you want to listen to her.’

“‘Mae, you have the greatest intuition about people,’ Father said to me, and that made me proud.

“I was very introspective. I judged people that way all my life. If I didn’t like you when you came in, I would’ve told you to go.

“I like to use bits and pieces of my life and my observations of the people around me for my writing, and then I doctor them up. There was this one play I’ll tell you about that I had germinating in my head for years.

“It was an idea I started but never finished because I decided the part I was writing for myself didn’t do me justice. I was a lady detective. I think the idea began with my doll and me in my father’s detective agency office.

“It was based on my memories of when I used to visit my father. I was going to have a detective agency fall into my lap, an inheritance or something, and I would be a detective like Sherlock Holmes, but wearing beautiful dresses, and maybe a cape. My lady detective would’ve operated in the nineties, at the turn of the century, or just after that, because the long skirts and fancy dresses would’ve been a good contrast with her uncommon sense. She would’ve been operating in a man’s field, in a man’s world, in her long dresses. Men would have been poking fun at her, and she would’ve had to win their respect by being the one who got her man, and a few extra men, too. She’d use brains rather than brawn.


“Someone told me to read an English writer named Christie, Agatha Christie. I would get ideas. That was just what I didn’t want to do, to use somebody else’s ideas. I had enough of my own. I never had trouble getting ideas.

“I never had much patience for reading, even just a newspaper. I did this thing called skimming. I read the headlines, and if something caught my fancy, I might read the first and the last paragraphs, which pretty much gave me all I needed to know. I found out later that was what my father did.

“I liked to read the funnies. That’s how I learned to read, reading the funny papers. I learned to read early because I wanted to know what the words with the pictures said. Little Nemo in Dreamland was my favorite. He had wonderful dreams about lions and tigers. I loved Happy Hooligan next. He wore a tin can for a hat. And I always read The Katzenjammer Kids, Hans and Fritz, and Hee Haw and Her Name Was Maud. They were funny. The funnies ain’t funny no more. They take themselves too seriously and expect us to. That’s no fun.
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