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A Survivor’s Tale




A typical dance/relationship story in this day and age, in two once happy lives. Starring Laurie Pepper, my cousin, and her ex-boyfriend, Hugh.


Laurie Pepper, my cousin, was once married to jazzman Art Pepper, which was a piece of cake, really, compared to her new boyfriend, Hugh, and their crazy dance history.


“When did you start dancing?” I asked.


“I just looked it up, I thought it was longer ago, but I only started dancing in September of nineteen ninety-two, and I did it because my boyfriend, Hugh, wanted to learn how to mambo. God, had I but known!”


“Well, didn’t people warn you that it was bad for relationships if one of you was really great and the other was, uh, like Hugh?”


“Nobody warned me at all, or if they did, I didn’t hear them, I just thought it would be fun!” Her voice is filled with rue.


“How many different kinds of anonymous programs did you have to practice to get through this?” I joked. (You know, like AA, Al-Anon, and Debtors Anonymous.)


“I would love to do an analysis of the amount of money I’ve spent, because we’ve joked about it and we’ve said it was about ten thousand dollars—but I don’t think it’s a joke, I think it might be more. On private lessons! It’s not that expensive if you go to regular lessons, but unless you’re really a good dancer to begin with . . . I had never danced at all in my whole life until, at the age of fifty-two, I went in to take dance lessons.


“So I went in as a complete novice, and if you do it that way, at that age, you cannot learn how to dance from group lessons. You just can’t, I don’t care what anyone says.”


“That’s why I always put ‘free dance lessons’ in quotes,” I agree.


“Because what I wound up doing was buying a bunch of private lessons, and after a while I got so obsessed that my boyfriend and I couldn’t dance together anymore because we were both so angry all the time.”


“As I remember, you had to go to separate places, and he wouldn’t go anywhere. And he was a terrible dancer.”


“He was a terrible dancer—and I found a guy who would practice with me. That was kind of an issue too. I never went so far as to buy private lessons with an individual other than Hugh, but things really got very rocky for a couple of years!”


“Yeah,” I remembered, “and then he left you for another dancer!”


“Well, that was the only place he went, so how could he meet anybody but a dancer? You should talk to him about that because he is really very witty. In the story he tells, well, we broke up and then he met this other woman very quickly. He said the only reason he was able to get her was that the sound system at Sportsman’s Lodge went out and there was silence so he was able to talk to her. That’s how he got his next girlfriend; he would never have scored otherwise, certainly not as a dancer.”


“Why is it that we want to do these things at this age that we can’t do and we take it personally when everyone’s so mean to us?”


“Evie, that’s an unanswerable question,” my cousin said, as we laughed about this and poured out diet peach iced tea.


Thinking it over, she said, “Well, first of all everything changes. Everything changes about you—you eat differently, you dress differently, you think differently, and you assess people in terms of whether they can dance or not. Everything is geared toward the evening of dancing. And if you’re really as insane as I think I was, you videotape every lesson so you can see how horrible you are!


“I used to videotape my practice sessions with Jerry. After two dances, we’d rewind the tape and look at ourselves, and we’d both moan. ‘Oh, my shoulders, oh God, why don’t I straighten my knee, oh, look at my feet, they’re pointed out!’ This was our entire conversation and then we’d get up and we’d try to do it again!”


“But you’re both great dancers now,” I mentioned, reminding her that Jerry had gone on to compete in salsa contests, and Laurie is fabulous—everyone loves dancing with her.


“I became a pretty good dancer; Jerry became an excellent dancer—that’s the interesting thing. Hugh said it wouldn’t hurt his feelings if you said he can’t dance. But he looks like he can dance, because he’s been asked by women to dance after they’ve seen him on the floor.”


“Right,” I said, “they don’t know. But I like dancing with him, he’s fun! Just because he’s not on the two, what do I care?”


“Actually, when we went out on Friday, he danced quite well.”


“He can dance the first three dances and then he gets tired, like me,” I remind her, since I’m always leaving early, having gotten sated and tired. “So then you went to Pasadena Ballroom Dance?” I prompted.


“Yeah, because it was easier. First I went to Let’s Dance L.A., with many private lessons with Anna and Marlon. Then Anna and Marlon went to Amsterdam, and I decided I wanted dancing to be fun. I hated it; I had had too many lessons from Renée and I had learned to hate myself—that’s what you learn from Renée. I went to Pasadena Ballroom Dance because I wanted to learn the fox-trot and stuff, and at Let’s Dance they didn’t really concentrate on those things. So I went to Pasadena Ballroom Dance and I was a star there! I was a star because Renée had taught me how to follow and nobody else could follow.”


“You weren’t a star in Renée’s eyes, but over there . . .”


“Over there I was a star and people would ask me where I’d been studying. I could give her the credit and say it was Renée, but I also began to enjoy it. Pasadena Ballroom changed my life because it made me feel like I was a good dancer, but the truth is that what’s happened to me over time is that I don’t like to go out dancing because I don’t like dancing with drunks. I also don’t like being criticized, but if I go to classes . . .”


“They don’t criticize you in the fox-trot and cha-cha. They’re perfectly nice!” I protested.


“But I don’t like going out to clubs, I don’t like waiting for someone to ask me to dance, so a class is much better. In a good class they’ll rotate you every few minutes, you get a new partner. It’s wonderful, absolutely wonderful—and the good dancers and bad dancers alike have to dance with you.”


“Right, Paul McClure’s classes are like that; in his workshops you’d dance with the good and bad dancers.”


“In some classes they don’t rotate you and it drives me mad, because all the good male dancers want to dance with either a really good dancer or a really beautiful young girl. That lets us out.”


“Yeah, that’s true,” I concede, “zese men, zey are pigs. The two-step is not like that, though; everyone’s very nice. So then you went to Pasadena, but you’ve never been to one of their dances.”


“I’ve never been to one of their Saturday-night dances because I’m afraid nobody would ask me to dance.”


“No, they’re fun, because everybody asks everybody else to dance and everybody’s in such a euphoric state. They have a snowball: they have four people at the beginning of the evening, four couples who, when the music stops after a few bars, pick out eight people to dance with. When the music stops again, those people pick out sixteen people to dance with. Pretty soon everybody in the whole room is doing this huge waltz, and after that everybody dances all the time. You dance every dance with everybody there, and pretty soon you wind up wringing wet and saying ‘no, thank you.’ ”


“God, how great,” she says. “But the only thing is, I can’t dance West Coast Swing.”


“But they don’t do great West Coast Swing at Pasadena Ballroom Dance.”


“I know, but they don’t know that, they have a good time anyway.”


“It’s hard to follow them because their moves are, like, wrong!”


“I know, I know, but they don’t care and they don’t know. They’re very out of it that way.”


“I love the way they do East Coast Swing; I could do that forever there.”


“They do jitterbug and lindy hop too. They don’t want to get too good at West Coast Swing because they’re the king of the lindy hop, that’s the mystique. Everyone thinks they try to make West Coast Swing look bad so everybody will do the lindy hop instead.”


“They succeed.”


“I think they just don’t know how to do it, it’s not something you can just learn. It’s really hard. It’s harder than salsa.”


“It’s a philosophy,” I agree.


“It’s harder than salsa. Have you seen that woman who teaches at Let’s Dance L.A.? That little blond woman, she’s terrific.”


“I know a lot of incredibly great West Coast dancers, but you know, it’s got so much torque in it. Every time I take a lesson, my knees hurt—I think I’m too old,” I said. “They sent me all this information, five pages, single-spaced on every page, and I want to put it in my book like that because it’s so pedantic, like the dance itself. They’re so crazy! They say it cannot be taught at Arthur Murray, and they must hate Pasadena Ballroom because of this, you know. So don’t dance it over there, but they do everything else that’s fun, they even have polkas.”


“That’s the one dance that I’ve done before that I know how to do.”


“Yeah, they do polkas! They do wonderful waltzes, and everybody gets pretty tired out. That’s Hugh’s secret too, he just gets tired like I do, and most people who aren’t dancers get tired after about an hour.”


“Here’s what happens to Hugh in the dance thing,” Laurie said. “He goes out there and he’s real nervous, so his first dance is not that great. By the end of the second dance, he’s doing a lot better. The third dance is terrific, and the fourth dance is good. Then . . . that’s it.”


“Right, you have to practice for years and years and have incredible stamina. Most people can hardly dance by ten-thirty,” I said, “except for the professionals. Maurice is so terrifically on the money at midnight; by one or two o’clock A.M. he is totally into the music; every dance is to the music.”


“I don’t think Renée gets tired,” Laurie supplied.


“But Maurice, if he walks two blocks he’s out of breath,” I said. “Dancing is not the same as aerobic exercise, it’s stop and go. But anyway, I just figure that everything will work out okay.”


“At Pasadena Ballroom Dance, I was an absolute star. During the breaks people would ask me to dance. Through that practice I learned all the dances, and I really loved it! Then my knee went.”


“I think anytime I get near West Coast Swing, my knee goes. I think there’s a voodoo torque in that dance.”


“There’s a lot of torque,” Laurie, who just had a knee operation this year because of West Coast, agrees. “It’s much harder on the knees than salsa, you’re constantly rotating your legs.”


“Right,” I agree, “so you have to be under twenty-five to do it.”


“Except that it’s so much fun, and it’s my favorite music. The thing was that Hugh loved Latin music. Latin music never possessed me the way Aretha, Ray Charles, or country music does. I mean, I could sing along to some of those songs forever.”


“ ‘Black Velvet,”’ I agree, a great West Coast Swing song.


“There’s this incredible record, Evie, I bought it ’cause Bobby used to use it, called Taj Majal, Dancing to the Blues. Bobby Cordoba would play it to the class, and nothing will get me down when that music is playing, I can’t not dance. If I fuck up I don’t care because the music is so wonderful . . . . Have you talked to Jerry lately?”


“Not for a long time. I heard that in his Phys Ed class in high school he’s teaching dance class. He called me a couple of times, but I said, ‘Oh, my knee, my knee, I’m waiting for my knee to get better,’ and he gave up. I think he either stopped dancing or found another partner.”


“His little Japanese girl is teaching salsa in Japan, and came in with Jerry for one or two lessons at Renée’s, just to pick up some stuff.”


“With her camcorder? She never says, ‘Oh, my foot, oh, my shoulder, how horrible.’ ”


“Well, she hates herself equally.”


“Oh, she does!”


“She hates herself in dance; to dance is to hate yourself.”


“That’s not true in two-step.”


“It’s true in salsa,” she replies.


“It’s true in salsa and tango, and it’s true in West Coast Swing, but not as much because West Coast has that euphoria that comes from being counterweights. But the two-step is not about hating yourself at all, it’s about modest good fun, ho, ho, ho.”


“That’s how Pasadena Ballroom Dance is!”


“That’s right,” I agree, “and that’s why all the really fine teachers hate that place, because they say, ‘Oh, you know, it’s just a social thing.’ And I’m wondering, do you want to get as good as they are so you can be antisocial?”


“That, in a nutshell, is it. ‘It’s just a social thing.’ I finally get it! What those people are doing is for competition purposes. Those people, they’re like Olympic athletes, and they want to compete! They start out as gymnasts and ballet dancers or in clown school and things.”


“You came to In Cahoots with me once for two-step.”


“I did!” she remembered. “Yes, they asked me to dance; this guy just dragged me out to the floor and just taught me . . . . Now that’s really, boy, that is so incredible, because if you went into any salsa place and a guy came over and asked you to dance and you said, ‘I’ve never done this before,’ he’d say, ‘Oh, sorry’ and go over and ask somebody else. But this guy, at In Cahoots, comes up to me, and I say I’ve never done it before, and he says, ‘Well, you’ve come to the right place.’ Then he takes me out on the floor and teaches me how and pretty soon, he was twirling me!”


“That’s right,” I remembered. “Were you doing the two-step?”


“Right, Texas two-step,” she remembered, “and he really twirled me, did things I’ve never done before—backwards!”


“That’s the easy one, that’s why people like it.”


“He started doing all sorts of tricks with me!”


“And you could follow.”


“ ’Cause I could follow! Because of Renée!”


“They have classes for doing turns right. Paul McClure’s hands are great.”


Laurie went back to thinking about salsa, and she remembered recently going into a Salsa Two class somewhere. “I was watching this guy who was really more advanced than Salsa Two, and he was just practicing. He had that snooty expression that they get, where they won’t even look at you. They’re just practicing their own form and if you can’t do it, fuck you. But he led me, his touch was like a butterfly. It was wonderful. I followed, and I wondered what the hell he was doing with the other women who couldn’t follow something like that. I could hardly feel his finger on me, but the direction with his finger told me everything that I needed to know. It’s incredible how much information can be conveyed by a good dancer.”


“Right, they don’t break your arm either.”


“Hugh is pretty good, until he gets tired and starts flinging you around a little too much. The thing I hate and I just have to . . . I just swore to myself that I wasn’t going to criticize—I’d talk to him before . . .”


“You have to take a holy vow every time you go out with him.”


“That’s right, and it’s because when he sends you out, he sends you out too far. He’s got such long arms, and it’s horrible because it takes forever to get back, and you only have a couple of beats. I just swore that I wouldn’t mind and I didn’t.”


Anyway, I was trying to convince Laurie to come with me one night to Pasadena Ballroom Dance, and I described one of the great male dancers there who, though he’d rather be doing West Coast at The Crest, did condescend to come to these dances in Pasadena. When I danced a fox-trot with him, nothing was more of a thrill or an adventure; he just plowed forward with such a great glee and vengeance.


“The fox-trot is not about anything but moving to the music in a beautiful way,” I remind her, “and it hardly throws your knees out at all. That’s why I like Maurice.”


“It’s a lost art, smooth dances,” Laurie agreed. “I loved dancing West Coast to that music. Oh, my knee, my knee!”


“You must tell everyone they should take ballroom before they take salsa or tango or West Coast Swing”—I want to remind myself, and Laurie wants to remind people too. “So they can learn how to follow.”


“You must learn how to follow,” Laurie says, “so you can learn how to dance. But the one thing about learning on those hard dances is that even though it nearly kills you, destroys your relationships, your life, your morale, makes you hate yourself, changes your philosophy into something really scurrilous and stinking . . . even though it does all those things—when you finally do one of those other dances, those easy ballroom dances, you are a god, you are a god on the dance floor! That’s what happens!”


“Right. And there’s no such thing as a ‘free’ dance class.”


Hugh has a new hobby, reading Proust. It’s much more in his vein, since brilliance, wit, repartee, and the spoken word are his métier, not Latin dancing.
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Fox-Trot with the Fabulous Johnny Crawford Band




I don’t understand the fox-trot,” my friend Kassie told me in the ladies’ room of the Atlas. “I just don’t get it.”


Since Kassie got all other dances, from West Coast Swing to tango, the Hustle, salsa, the milonga, even the waltz, and East Coast Swing, and got them so well that all the men just came flying out of the woodwork to dance with her (when with me it was like pulling teeth back then to get them to do anything), I thought, “Well, I do sort of understand the fox-trot.” I mean, it’s practically the only dance I do understand.


I mean, what’s not to understand about Frank Sinatra songs or Glenn Miller?


I was lucky because right then I was formally introduced to Maurice Schwartzman, who was sitting at our table the first night I went to see the 1928 Johnny Crawford Society Dance Orchestra. The table was made up of the aforementioned Kassie McConnel, Jim Hines, who had been her partner for so long, Doz, who was a new friend of theirs because she loved tango so much, and the Great Maurice: a man I’d seen before, not only dancing in movies, dressed as a diplomat or something with this soigné goatee, but also in real life. A few years ago Orlando Paiva was teaching tango at the Studio for Performing Arts (in West Hollywood) and Maurice refused to practice the step with me on the grounds that he wasn’t there.


“You’re not here?” I wondered.


“No,” he said, “I’m not in this class, I’m only here to pick up a few pointers.”


And with that, he picked up this twenty-year-old girl who was a great dancer on top of everything, unlike me, and left. But of course, I’d been in the dance scene long enough to know being witty gets you nowhere. Just because I could once get a great table at Elaine’s or in certain social settings I am considered an asset, in the tango world, if they don’t think you are somebody, and unless you can really dance, forget it.


Later, I saw him again at Norah’s. At first I thought he was Leonard Bernstein or something, he entered with such an air of grandiosity you’d think he was about to conduct the New York Philharmonic in a cape. But instead, that night rather than dance the tango, he danced salsa with this woman and I thought, “This guy, not only is he into clothes worse than anyone, but he can dance.”


Anyway, the woman he was with that night had never looked so great doing the cha-cha before. When I heard later that Madonna danced salsa with him at Norah’s, I wasn’t surprised, because he looked like he knew everybody, had been everywhere, and would do anything—provided it didn’t mean he had to be “here” if he didn’t want to dance with you.


I couldn’t believe that Kassie had actually managed to convince Maurice that I was such a famous author and such a glory to the community that he practically kissed my hand. And I don’t know how Kassie did this because under no circumstances had she or would she ever read a book, but since my “Tangoland” story had appeared in my last collection of short stories, I finally had cachet and people actually were nice to me—way beyond my danceworthiness. Which was good, because I had no danceworthiness, and in fact my only aspiration now was that I wouldn’t mind learning easy dances, ballroom types, like the fox-trot for example. (At least, if you got stuck in a bar in Hong Kong with a combo and some mysterious stranger asked you to dance, it would probably be a fox-trot.)


Anyway, I couldn’t believe that this Maurice was actually there at our table, being happy to meet me. Later on I would hear women say, “That Maurice, he’s impossible. Just impossible. Except for smooth dances. On those, he’s the best.” The foxtrot is the ultimate smooth dance.


From the moment we all clapped eyes on Johnny Crawford and his amazing band, we were dazzled. He turned everything into either the decadent twenties, when the Charleston was king, or the sad thirties, when everyone was too depressed to Charleston anymore and Fred and Ginger took the fox-trot to amazingly smooth lengths.


Johnny Crawford is the same Johnny Crawford who was a little boy on The Rifleman, a series everybody but me had seen. Now that he was grown up, he’d become an incredible fount of musical knowledge of the twenties and thirties, conducting a great band with musical scores straight out of that time period. He wore a top hat and tuxedo, and could actually sing these great old songs, sounding like he was coming from long ago, from the radio high atop the Rainbow Room in New York City.


And the Atlas was a nightclub that was just like Greta Garbo, who a writer once said looked like other women after two drinks. The Atlas looked like other nightclubs after two drinks—it was heavenly, elegant, beautiful, like being inside a movie about crossing the Atlantic in a ritzy steamer. In fact, part of Johnny Crawford’s mystique was that between sets, old movies would appear on a screen behind the orchestra stand, and you could dance “inside” them—inside Busby Berkeley numbers, inside Dietrich’s gorilla routine or rarely seen footage of great old dancers doing amazing stuff.


Or you would be able to dance inside these things, if Maurice could be persuaded to dance with you. He wouldn’t do this if anyone respectable were looking, or unless Miranda Garrison, the great dancer-choreographer and his good friend, was there, in which case nothing would stop either of them from dancing four hours straight.


It was here and then that I learned what the word “smooth” meant.


“Your shoulders, what’s the matter with you!” Maurice would say, at first trying to lead me. “How can I lead you if you move like that?”


It was here, having this great band to dance to, that I learned how to move so smoothly that Maurice could hardly complain at all. It was here that I learned to just loosen myself into foxtrot, which, to me, is the world’s most logical dance because it is danced to the most beautiful songs. Just like Fred and Ginger, except Maurice never expected us to suddenly dance on tables. It was all smooth and all shoulders held steady, all grace, and practically all effortless. It was surprisingly fast and then wrapped in twirls and arms, and then stops, and then back to the dance once more.


Everybody else was dying to do the only two tangos that Johnny would play with Maurice because his tangos were just incredible. But for me, having already had my fill of tango and knowing I’d never be good, much less great, I was happy just to do fox-trots. Luckily, the wonderful Miranda Garrison, who loved doing fox-trots with him, too, was often out of town choreographing movies.


The whole essence of the fox-trot is that it’s a dance where women are supposed to be elegant and smooth, dancing to a time I could actually feel in my soul is exactly what someone as big and otherwise clumsy as me could look okay doing. Everyone I knew in the dance world was incredibly tiny; at best I was a size 12—the largest you can be and still fit into mediums at the store. Everyone in the dance world is a small.


All the other dances like salsa or West Coast, you have to be a genius with years of private lessons to do at all well. But dancing a fox-trot with Maurice was like getting vast experience for free, learning to float. Floating is not a feeling I often experience in dancing, except with Maurice.


We all went nuts at the Atlas, all the women who loved dancing, getting dressed in more and more outrageous costumes. We all wound up with these incredible earrings from Michael Morrison, which were basically designed so Las Vegas showgirls could stand at the top of a stairway and be visible from a block away; these things dangling off their ears, four inches long, made of Austrian crystal glued to cork, so they wouldn’t be so heavy that your ears hurt. I had about ten pairs of these earrings. The Atlas was so dimly lit, you needed to glow in the dark.


Kassie began dressing like a Jean Cocteau extra from some unreal movie with silver leaves glued to her chiffon midriff. Sometimes she was the World’s Most Glamorous Movie Star, with clinging white dresses that had long fringe. We all went overboard into bangles, lipstick, gilded headbands, diamond chokers—the works.


I wound up with a Hanna Hartnell (a local designer who’s a friend of mine) silk taffeta skirt that had been hand-dyed in Hong Kong to be both black and red. It was opalescent like something amazing from some Paris opera gown, and crisp to do fox-trots in. I wore it with a black clingy top, low-cut.


Cute Steve, the guy who was then managing the Atlas, got so into it all that he actually printed a newsletter with pictures of Kassie and her outfits on the cover. It all just completely overtook us and we were all, each week, just dying for Thursday night to come again, so we could go back to the Atlas in ever increasingly bedazzling outfits and wow each other. Maurice, of course, had better clothes than anybody—white linen suits. He looked liked an Henri Lartigue photograph from 1920, only more dangerous.


As time went by, the only people who ever ate dinner were Jim and Kassie. This, naturally, was not that great a thing for the Atlas, which survived on serving great food, not pandering to dancers getting all dressed up in boas and sequins and earrings from The Day the Earth Stood Still. They began having a $10 cover charge, which for a lot of people was too much, so fewer and fewer could afford to come.


I would spend four hours there with Maurice, doing these unbelievable fox-trots, and not have a single thing except iced tea. I was having way too much fun to eat, and got down for a while to a size 10.


The amazing thing was, Maurice lived near me. In the dance world this was astounding because most people you dance with have to drive miles on the freeway to get anywhere. It turned out that except for Wednesdays and Saturdays, Maurice went dancing every night—all over the place, high and low.


Every so often, Maurice would take me to these places with him. Senior citizens’ centers were really fun. They’d get these live bands to play old-style sambas, cha-chas, and stuff like that, at a Masonic temple where there was this huge dance floor. Then all these unbelievable ladies in their seventies and eighties, who were incredible dancers, would float around in spiked heels like dainty spiders.


We went to the Derby, but Maurice hated it because the floor was too small. Occasionally we’d meet at El Floridita on a Monday night when they had this great Johnny Polenca band. Renée Victor sometimes went, scaring the “Mambo Society” faction with her mambo that was way better than they ever dreamed of. I thought it was hilarious that people who were extras in The Mambo Kings actually had the pretension to call themselves the Mambo Society, like they were in charge of the mambo and everyone else was nobody. They’d actually tell men who didn’t dance on the “two” that they “couldn’t dance,” which set up a schism between the older dancers and the younger ones with fire and beauty.
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