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“If they run you out of town, be sure you’re just ahead of them so it looks like a parade.”


—Sally Stanford, famous San Francisco
madam and later mayor of Sausalito


“It ain’t what happens to you, it’s how you handle it.”


—Anonymous
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Verse: You’re Not Alone



1976


I’ve been so many places in my life and time
I’ve sung a lot of songs, I’ve made some bad rhyme
I’ve acted out my life on stages
With ten thousand people watching
But we’re alone now, and I’m singing my song to you.


I didn’t get that far. I didn’t even get past the first line. It was a run-through of Betty Garrett and Other Songs, my one-person show that I had developed and performed at Theatre West, a theater group I had helped found in Los Angeles more than thirty-five years ago. My husband, Larry, had been there at every performance, standing at the back of the theater, glowing with pride, and I could always feel his presence.


Now I was scheduled to do my show at the Westwood Playhouse in a couple of weeks and Larry was gone. He had died the year before, on April 13, 1975, and I was trying to get through it at the theater, with my fellow actor-members sitting out front to give me support.


I sang the first line and it was as if someone grabbed me by the throat. I couldn’t go on. My director, John Carter, jumped up on the stage, put his arms around me and said, “It’s OK . . . take a minute and start again.”


I did and got two lines out, but the tears came and I couldn’t go on. I tried again . . . and again . . . and again, and finally I turned to my audience and said, “This is awful for you to sit through. . . . Please forgive me, but you might as well go home.”


But they would have none of that. They shouted up to me, “No, no, keep going . . . we’re with you . . . you can do it.” I will be forever grateful to them for that loving support.


I started again and got through the first song and into the part about growing up in a music store where my mother played piano, and how my father taught me how to dance to “Ballin’ the Jack”—joyous memories. I told a funny story about one of my first ventures in show business, when Cole Porter wrote me a song, and everyone laughed.


Then I went on to tell about making records with Jimmy Durante and Humphrey Bogart, and I clowned around with my beloved friend and accompanist Gerry Dolin to “Baby, It’s Cold Outside,” which won the Oscar for best song in 1949 when Red Skelton, Esther Williams, Ricardo Montalban, and I sang it in the movie Neptune’s Daughter. I sang “South America, Take It Away,” from Call Me Mister, the biggest Broadway hit I was ever in and told the story about Louis B. Mayer stamping on my toes and warning me not to get pregnant. I told about making movies with Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly and Mickey Rooney at MGM. By then, I was laughing, too, and it was a blessed relief.


The hardest song to get through was Jacques Brel’s “You’re Not Alone.” I remembered Larry watching me rehearse it one day in our living room. He sat there on the couch and tears filled his eyes.


No, Love, you’re not alone
No matter how you feel
When shadows cut like knives
And none of this seems real
We wish away our lives
But somehow we survive . . .


But it was all right to cry with that song. Everyone seemed to know it was sung to Larry, for all the bad times he had with the blacklist, which had ended his career as a movie star in a single day. I got through that song and my fellow Theatre West members cried with me.


Then I went on to stories of playing at the Palladium in London and touring the provinces, all over England and Scotland, with wonderful British variety performers like Stan and Ann White, and “Vogelbein’s Bears”—hilarious times.


Then the final song:


There isn’t much that I have learned
In all my foolish years
Except that life keeps running in cycles
First there’s laughter then there’s tears.


And so there it was . . . my whole life in stories and song. But there is so much more!
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First Chorus






The Music Store



My childhood was filled with music
For I was raised in a music store.
Where Momma played the piano
While I turned the pages of the score.


It’s true about my growing up in a music store. My mother was manager of the sheet music department at Sherman Clay in Seattle. It was like a playground for a little girl and I would hang around every day after school and all day on Saturday waiting for her to get through work.


I would go up to the third floor and plink plink around on all the gorgeous grand pianos—Steinways and Becksteins and Mason-Hamlins and Baldwins—and then I would go down to the second floor where they kept the other musical instruments. I learned to play the ukelele there—it’s still the only instrument I play in public.


Downstairs, Sherman Clay had all the latest phonograph records. I would take a whole stack of records and go into one of those little sound booths and listen to them all day. Then there was the sheet music, long racks of colorful sheets to songs like “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” “Ain’t She Sweet,” “Willow, Weep for Me,” and “Lullaby of the Leaves.”


Some of the songs I loved best were strange ones for a little girl. They were sad songs and to this day I can’t say what there was about them that appealed to me. I was not an unhappy child, but you would never have known it if you had heard me sing “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen” or “The St. James Infirmary Blues” or a song that went


It made you happy when you made me cry.
It made you happy when we said good-bye.
By all the stars above you.
O gee, I’d hate to hate you like I love you.


And then there was the first popular song I ever learned to sing from beginning to end—Irving Berlin’s “What’ll I Do?” My mother and I were living in a boarding house run by two wonderful sisters, Mary and Midah Waller. Midah was a big bony woman who scrubbed the floors and did all the work while Mary sat and read her prayer book all day.


I remember once when I was only four or five years old, and all the other kids in the neighborhood were in school, sitting on the backyard swing just swinging and singing . . .


When I’m alone (swing forward)
With on— (swing back)
—ly dreams (forward)
of you (back)
That won’t (forward)
Come true (back)
What’ll I do? (jump out of the swing!)


I don’t remember feeling lonely. To me, it was just such a good song to sit and swing to. Many years later, when my sons were little, they had what was called a rider. It was like a teeter-totter but it went back and forth instead of up and down. I would put them on the rider and sing the same song to them, particularly when Larry and I were about to set out on the road with a show. I remember pushing those two little boys, back and forth, with their shining faces looking up at me, and singing . . .


What’ll I do . . .
When you . . .
Are far . . .
away . . .
And I . . .
am blue . . .
What’ll I do?


After my parents were divorced, Mother and I often lived in what were called residential hotels. There was only one room, with the bathroom down the hall, but it was the cheapest way to live because we got two meals a day. Mother liked living in apartments better because there was more room and she could cook dinner, but after a while it would get too expensive and we would move back to a hotel. We seemed to do this about every six months.


Often, we would move back to the same hotel we had lived in before. The Clark Hotel and the Piedmont were my favorites for some reason and I remember coming back from my bath one night, crying and saying goodbye to each of the patterns in the rug because we were going to be moving the next day.


When my mother entertained in those days, I was put to bed on a cot in a little room that was kind of a dressing-room closet. Or, if we were in an apartment, I was in the “in-a-door” Murphy bed in the living room while the party went on in the kitchen. I used to love that.


I would lie in bed listening to the people laugh and talk and sometimes sing. My mother had a low melodious voice and she played the ukelele. When my mother demonstrated songs for customers at Sherman Clay, I loved to stand in the corner and listen. Of course, my mother wanted me to learn to play the piano but she made the mistake of asking a concert pianist she knew to teach me. He was a fine musician, but he was not a teacher at all. He was a very impatient man—the kind who would smack your hands if you made a mistake—and he terrified me.


In my one and only recital, I played “Für Elise,” the Beethoven chestnut every beginning piano player learns, and when I got to the end of the first page I panicked so I plunked out a few closing notes, stood up, and took a bow. Then somebody in the audience blurted out loudly, “That’s the shortest recital piece I ever heard.”


That taught me a great lesson I have applied to acting: You must not panic! So even though a day or two after an opening night I usually break out in cold sores—which means my nerves are building up somewhere—I never get stage fright. Except when I have to play the piano.


But the piano was everything to my mother and one of the saddest things that happened later in her life was that she would not touch it any more.


“Mom, play something for me,” I would say and I would name one of the songs she used to play at Sherman Clay.


“Oh . . . I can’t play any more,” she would say, sounding so depressed. “I just . . . you know . . .” and her voice would trail off.


One problem was she wore bifocals, but when you play the piano the lenses need to be reversed. You should be able to read the music through the reading part and look down at your hands through the distance part. I offered to get glasses that would do this for her but she said, “Oh . . . no . . . it wouldn’t be any use. . . .”


What I should have done, of course, was just get them for her. Sometimes I think that is the story of my life. There are so many things I should have just done.


Now, daddy, how he loved dancin’
And he’d come dancin’ through the door.
But daddy was a travelin’ salesman
One day we didn’t see him anymore.


My mother was engaged to another man when she met my father. She started working in the shoe store his father owned in St. Joseph, Missouri, and by the time Sam, the man she was engaged to, pressed her to set a date, she was so in love with my father that she called off the engagement. “Sam went out the back door,” she used to tell me, “and your father came in the front door and proposed to me.”


Daddy was a charming man, handsome with a bawdy sense of humor, which I am sure is where my scatological sense of humor comes from. I remember driving with him once and seeing a sign on a bus that said PUC, for Public Utilities Commission.


“Daddy, what does PUC mean?”


And without skipping a beat, he said, “Pee under the covers.”


Daddy’s name was Curtis, but his business associates called him “Pick” and when I asked my mother why, she said it was short for “Picklehead.” He had a long, narrow face so “Picklehead” stuck, and then “Pick.” But my father didn’t mind. He was always laughing and teasing people, seeing what he could get away with. And because he was so good-natured and full of fun, he got away with plenty.


In those days, when a woman came in the store to buy shoes, the salesman would turn his head while she lifted her skirt slightly and unlaced her high-topped shoes. Then he would take them off and help her on with the new shoes, turning his head again while she laced them up. One day, my grandfather caught my father, who was then in his twenties, lacing a woman’s boots right up to the top. My grandfather immediately took him out back of the store and gave him a good “whuppin’.”


My mother’s family were very strict Baptists and dancing was not allowed. But Daddy was a very good dancer so they would sneak out when her mother and father were asleep. “I think that’s why I was so happy when you wanted to be a dancer,” my mother once told me.


But my father was a trial to my mother from the very beginning. He became a traveling salesman after they were married, and he also became an alcoholic, which seems to be an occupational disease. An important part of the job was drinking with customers in some strange town and then going back to a hotel room that is filled with sample tables covered with shoes.


I never saw my father with a hair out of place or without a clean white shirt, a handkerchief in his pocket, and his suit pressed. He always looked so much like a dandy that only my mother and I could tell when he was drunk. Sometimes, he would just begin to cry. Big crocodile tears would roll down his face, his voice would get slurry, and he would look at me and say, “Tavie (short for Octavia), she’s got my nose!” He was so worried that I was going to have a big nose.


During his binges, he would go three or four weeks without eating until he landed in the hospital. We would visit him there and we knew he was getting better when he began patting every woman he saw on the behind. He always got away with it because he was funny and boyish and people liked him so much. He would pat waitresses, me, his mother, any woman around. He once asked a nun in the hospital, “Are you happy in your work?” and he patted her on the behind. She just giggled.


When he came through Seattle on one of his trips, it was like a holiday. I loved having him around and I know my mother enjoyed it too. Up to a point.


Once she asked him for money to buy me an overcoat and he said, “Tavie, I’m dead broke. I can’t. I’m sorry.” The next day, he walked into Sherman Clay and said, “Tavie, come on outside. I’ve got something to show you.” He had bought a brand new car. My mother stood on the curb and shouted, “Well, I hope you’re satisfied, Mr. Rich Bitch!” and stomped back in the store.


Often, my father would call me and say, “Your mother’s mad at me. Let’s take her to dinner.” But Mother could not stay mad at him long and she loved to tease him. For instance, my father could not carry a tune. I believe that anybody can be taught to sing and that people who think they can’t are usually just scared. But my father really could not sing.


My mother and I used to make terrible fun of him when he would say, very seriously, “Listen, listen to me” and then try to sing his favorite song, “Cocktails for Two.” He would sing “In some secluded rendezvous” and point his fingers up with the high notes and down with the low notes. But he did not hit the right notes and my mother and I would get hysterical while he got madder and madder.


Both my mother and father took me to the movies often and I particularly remember that my father was taken with a child star named Mitzi Green. She was only nine or ten, but she was very talented and did wonderful imitations of celebrities. My father was always saying to me, “Why can’t you do that?” How excited and proud he would have been if he had lived to see me become a movie star—and to see me co-star in a Broadway show with Mitzi Green.


EVERY SUMMER when I was little, my father would pick me up in Seattle and take me on the train to the farm near St. Joseph, Missouri, where I was born on May 23, 1919. I would spend the summer there with my grandmother and his three cousins, Katherine, Hereford, and Vinton, and then he would bring me back.


I loved riding on the train and my mother would do a wonderful thing when I went on these trips. She would make a bunch of little packages and mark a time on them. “This you open after breakfast” and there would be a coloring book and crayons inside. “This you open after lunch” and there would be candy. “This you open before dinner” and there would be a book. Whenever I traveled, I had all these things to look forward to and keep myself busy.


At the end of one summer, my father did not come back to Seattle with me. Either he had to go out on the road selling or something else came up so he took me down to the railroad station and put me on the train for the three-day trip home. Then he called my mother and told her when I would be arriving. Well, of course, she wanted to kill him. “You put a four-year-old girl on the train alone!” she shouted.


But to my father, it was no big thing. He knew all the porters and waiters on the train and before we left he went around and greased the palms of every one of them. “My daughter is going to be traveling with you,” he said. “Take care of her.” They made up my berth and before we pulled out, my father tucked me in and introduced me to a friendly porter. Then he got off the train and stood outside the window and waved as we pulled out.


For the entire trip, the train was my playground. I wandered up and down the aisles, talking to everybody I saw and being treated like a queen. There was one woman who looked a little like Edna May Oliver—she had one of those big long horse faces—and when she said, “Hello, little girl,” I turned to her and said, “You’re ugly.” I can’t believe I was such a nasty little kid!


But instead of being offended, she said, “Come here.” She took my hand, sat me down, and gave me some Jordan almonds, the kind with candy on the outside. I had never seen them before and they fascinated me. Then the woman told me very gently that you can’t judge whether someone is beautiful by the way they look. When you are beautiful inside, she said, it begins to come out. I loved that lady and she made a lifelong impression on me.


When we finally arrived in Seattle, my mother was on the platform frantic with worry. But when I got off the train, one of the passengers, a handsome six-foot man, was holding me by the hand. He turned me over to my mother and said, “You don’t have to worry about her, lady.” It was one of the best trips I ever took.


HELLO DADDY


My father always brushed his tongue
When he brushed his teeth.
“There are as many germs on your tongue
As there are on your teeth,” he would say.
“Oh, Daddy, don’t be silly,” I would say.
And my Mother would say,
“Curtis, you’re drunk!”


He would blow into town
After a year or so on the road
And Mother would take me down
To see his sample rooms at his hotel,
And I would crawl down the long tunnels
Under the sample tables covered with white sheets
And thousands of shoes—all for the left foot.


And Daddy would dance around the room and laugh,
“How about Rippe’s for dinner
And a movie at the Pantages after?”
“That’s much too expensive, Curtis,”
Mother would say,
“You’d do better to buy your daughter
A pair of shoes—
She’s practically walking on the pavement now!”


And Daddy would laugh and say,
“Weeny Betonka, what’ll it be—
A new pair of shoes or the picture-show?”
And I would yell, “Oh, Daddy, the picture-show!”
And Mother would say, “Curtis, you’re drunk!”


He never did buy me the shoes
And he wouldn’t pay my tuition
For boarding school—
He said boarding schools made girls into snobs.
But he did buy me my first long formal
To wear to the Junior Prom.
One day, with a huge box in his arms,
He came into the store
Where I was waiting for my mother to finish work,
And he yelled from the doorway,
“Hey, Weeny Betonka, here’s your goddam dress!”
And he threw the box across the store,
Over the heads of startled customers
And nearly knocked me down.


A couple of months after the Junior Prom,
In Missoula, Montana
He walked into a hospital—
Three weeks drunk, but not a sign of it—
Clean-shaven, suit pressed,
White handkerchief in his breast pocket—
He walked to the desk and said,
“If I die, please notify my daughter
At the Annie Wright Seminary
In Tacoma, Washington—
The finest girls school in the West!”
Then he walked into the hospital room,
Lay down on the bed
With all his clothes on
And died.


My mother went to bring his body back,
And she talked with the buyers
That he’d been drinking with the night before,
They spoke about how he had bragged about his wife
And daughter.
They had no idea that he and my mother
Had been divorced since I was two years old.
My mother didn’t tell them.


I always brush my tongue
When I brush my teeth,
There are as many germs on your tongue, you know,
As there are on your teeth.


Hello Daddy,
I love you.


MY GRANDMOTHER’S FARM was on Route 1, just outside St. Joseph, and when I was very young it was my summer playground. There was always a new batch of kittens in the hayloft and I would lie there and watch them day after day until finally their eyes opened up.


There were two Airedales, Jerry and Dixie, that I adored. They were bigger than I was and I played with them in the tall grass of the orchard. My father’s cousin Kattie said she could always tell where I was because she could see the tails of the dogs above the grass and she knew I was down there somewhere.


The farm was on thirty-two acres and two of my father’s cousins took care of it. There was Heppie (short for Hereford), who was deaf but was a fine artist and worked as an engraver in downtown St. Joseph. There was Vinton, a manic depressive who acted very strangely but who did most of the real work on the farm. And there was Kattie, who ran the house and took care of my grandmother.


Vinton considered me a pest and would tell Kattie “Keep that kid quiet!” when I was sitting in a corner chattering away. But that didn’t bother me and I kept following him around, especially when he milked the cows. He would give three squirts for the pail and one for the cat, which would make cat stand up on her hind legs and catch the milk in her mouth.


That was the most fascinating thing I ever saw and soon I was dying to milk the cow. I would get up close to watch and Vinton would say “Stay away from the cows! Get away!” and I would jump back. But I kept watching him and waiting for my chance.


One day when Vinton had driven into town, I went into the barn and found one of the smallest cows still in her stall instead of out in the pasture. I got a stool and a pail, went into the stall, sat down under the cow and got ready to milk her. Suddenly she moved over right on top of me. I was scared to death as her big pink bag of milk sat on my head with the teats sticking out in every direction like a wild pink hat.


I can’t remember how long I sat there—it seemed like hours—until the cow decided to move again and I could run back to the house. My head was wet from sweat where the udder had been sitting on it and Kattie said, “My stars, child, you’re perspiring. You must have a fever. You’d better get to bed.” I never told her what had happened.


Kattie was in her twenties then, but there never seemed to be any question of her marrying. She was a tiny woman, barely five feet tall, and she did the canning and the cooking and all the housework. Looking back, I think her brothers were afraid of losing her. My mother always said she should have had her own family, but Heppie and Vinton made terrible fun of every beau she brought home so they never came back. One of the things I loved about her was that she could make bubbles on her tongue, blow them off, and watch them float to the ground. I’ve tried all my life to do that, but I never could.


With my grandmother, I am afraid, things were different. She was a mean, frustrated woman and the first person I ever hated. Part of this, I am sure, came from the fact that my mother said she was in many ways responsible for her problems with my father.


My grandmother had a number of children who had died and she had miscarried several times too. Maybe that accounted for her meanness. My father was her only child who had lived and she spoiled him terribly and threatened that if he ever moved away she would have a heart attack. When he and my mother were married, she said if they lived anywhere but in her house she would have a heart attack.


So my mother was stuck living with her mother-in-law. In the early days of their marriage, when my father was away a lot, my grandmother would run to the mailbox and if a letter was for my mother she would open it and read it. “That’s from my husband,” my mother would say. “Well, it’s from my son,” my grandmother would answer.


My battles with my grandmother were usually over nothing. Once, we fought like kindergarteners over a pencil and Kattie put us in different rooms. “Aunt Kate, I don’t know which one of you is four years old!” she told her. Another time, my grandmother was lying on a couch and I took a running jump and landed on top of her. I think I wanted to kill her, just pound her to death. I’m sure I was just as much a trial to her as she was to me.


We were walking together in downtown St. Joseph one day when we passed one of those displays of false teeth that used to hang outside dentists’ offices. I marched right up and said in a very loud voice, “Oh, Grandma, those are just like yours!” On another occasion, she took me to the home of a friend who had given me a piece of candy when we had visited once before. This time, I could not contain myself and said, “Where’s my candy?” The woman gave me one, of course, but my grandmother was so mortified she took me home and locked me in a dark closet for an hour. But I got even with her. I spit on all her clothes.


The way she saved her hair in a big box in a closet also seemed disgusting to me. After brushing their long hair, the women of that era would comb the hair out of the brush and stuff it in a little decorated box with a hole in the top. It was just a way to dispose of it and ultimately throw it away.


Oh, perhaps they would sometimes save a lock as a memento—tie a ribbon around it to give to an admirer—but my grandmother saved it all. She said she was going to use it to stuff a nice big pillow and leave it to the family as an heirloom. She was sure we would want her old dirty hair.


The only time I can remember loving my grandmother was the night somebody drove by the farm and shot and killed Jerry, one of the Airedales I played with in the orchard. The other dog, Dixie, chased the car for miles and then came dragging back to the farm, defeated. I had never heard a gunshot before and I woke up and found my grandmother on the stairs.


“What was that?” I said. “It sounded like shingles fell off the roof.” And she sat on the stairs with her arm around me and said, “No, someone hurt Jerry.” Later, she told me Jerry died and that was just heartbreaking to me. It is the only tender moment I can remember ever having with my grandmother.


GRANDMOTHER’S CHAMBER POT


My grandmother used a chamber pot
Until the day she died.
Even after they built
A beautiful new bathroom on the second floor
Next to her room.
Her niece, who took care of her, said,
“Aunt Kate, if you’re too lazy
To walk two steps down the hall,
You can just empty your own pot!”
And she did, until the day she died.


One morning when she was almost seventy
As she was walking down the hall
To empty her chamber pot,
The famous heart attack finally came.
And she died with the pot
And its contents
In her arms.


I bought a big white chamber pot
At an antique store the other day,
And I filled it full of Shasta Daisies
And set it in the middle of the dining-room table,
And I said softly,
“Hello, Grandmother—you old bat!”


WHEN I WAS eight years old, I suddenly acquired a stepfather. It was Sam, the man my mother had rejected in St. Joseph when she decided to marry my father instead. When she and Sam were engaged back then, they had talked about honeymooning at Lake Louise and Banff, which they both agreed seemed to be the most beautiful place in the world. And then, all this time later, she and I went to the movies and saw a newsreel feature about Lake Louise and Banff that made her think about Sam all over again.


He was in the meat-packing business in Canada by then and he must have stayed in touch because she wrote him a note about the newsreel. Though they had not seen each other in ten years, he wrote back immediately and asked her to marry him.


The next thing I knew we were on the train to Regina, Saskatchewan, by way of a town called Moose Jaw. Sam met us there and that is where he and my mother got married. After all the talk of Lake Louise and Banff, they were married in Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan. We should have realized it was an omen.


Sam lived in Regina and the first thing they did was put me in a Catholic school for a month while they went on their honeymoon. I was not Catholic and I was not Canadian and I didn’t know any of the other girls so I felt very much the outsider. But I just loved the Catholic ceremony, the ritual and the drama.


My favorite time of the day was evening chapel. Three or four girls at a time would file into the chapel, dip their fingers in holy water, cross themselves, walk slowly to the altar, do a deep genuflection, and go to their seats. If you were late to chapel, you did this all by yourself and that was my great ambition—to get there late so I could solo.


And sure enough, one night my mother called long distance, which made me late to chapel and I got to do the whole thing by myself. I walked in. I dipped my fingers in the holy water. I crossed myself. I walked slowly to the altar and I did a deep, deep bow. When I came up, I realized I had bowed with my back to the altar and my face to the congregation! I’ve always said that moment proved I was born to be on a stage.


At first, everything was fine. We lived in a very nice apartment, I was happy in school, and we certainly had a better life than we did in Seattle. But I soon discovered Regina is probably the coldest place in the world that has people living in it. The snow that was on the ground in November was still there in May with more snow on top of it. I developed terrible ear infections and fevers and was sick and miserable most of the time. And Sam turned out to be a very strange man.


He was big and rather handsome, a barrel-chested man who wasn’t fat exactly but heavy. And he was very, very aloof. One day, my mother told me it was his birthday so I put together a package of the free samples kids used to send away for: shaving cream, after-shave lotion, little things like that. I wrapped them up and made a little card and put the package by his place at the table at lunchtime.


“What’s this?” he said, and I said, “Open it, Daddy.” (I had decided to call him Daddy.) He looked at the birthday card and all he said was, “My birthday was yesterday.” Another time, he took me down to the slaughterhouse to watch the animals being killed, thinking a nine-year-old girl would enjoy such a thing. I found it sickening, of course.


The only moment of tenderness I can remember from him—and I remember it very vividly—was one night when I had a 104-degree temperature and one of my awful earaches and he carried me in his arms and walked the floor with me for hours.


After about a year in Regina, my mother came into my room in the middle of the night, dressed me, packed a suitcase, and hurriedly got us on a train to Seattle. She would not answer any of my questions about what had happened and it was several years before I overheard her talking to a friend. Her husband had been having an affair with his young male secretary.


My mother had suspected it after seeing them together and finally she made the secretary confess. The terrible part about it was the young man was not a willing partner at all, but was just afraid of losing his job.


Some time later—a little less than a year, I would say—I woke up one morning in Seattle and the room was full of presents. Sam had come through town on his way back from Paris and I guess he and my mother had sat and really talked for the first time. The scandal of his relationship with his secretary had been growing among his friends and business associates for some time so when he got the letter from my mother he thought she might set him on the right track, so to speak. He told her he was sorry.


“You’re the only woman I have ever loved,” he said. “I thought it would work out.” That was the last we ever saw of him.


FADE OUT, FADE IN. Many years later, Larry and I were playing in summer stock in the Midwest and a couple came backstage and said, “We want to meet you because we know your father.”


“My father? My father has been dead for years.”


“No, no,” the woman said, “we’re neighbors of his down in Tennessee.” And she pulled out a snapshot of a portly man standing next to a sweet, saintly looking little woman.


“He’s married again, but he’s so proud of you,” the woman said. “He talks about you all the time, how your career is going, and so on.”


I was stunned, of course, but one look at the picture and I could see it was Sam all right. He was wearing a hair net.


The more Larry listened to this, the angrier he became. As soon as we got back to the hotel, he called my mother and said, “Octavia, did you ever divorce your second husband?”


“No,” she said.


“So he’s a bigamist,” he said. “You’ve got to sue him.”


But all my mother said was “Oh, don’t bother. He has had enough troubles.” As far as she was concerned, it had all been so long ago and did not matter anymore.


WHEN WE RETURNED to Seattle from Canada, my mother went back to work at Sherman Clay and enrolled me in public school. Every day when I got back to the hotel, I called her at the store and said, “Mother-dear, I’m home.” (Yes, I really did call her “Mother-dear.”) The end of this arrangement came when I was hit by a car on my way home from school one day and did not call right away.


I was knocked out and the man who hit me took me to the hospital. I guess I started calling for my mother because when she got there, the doctor said, “Well, thank God, Mother-dear is here!”


I had also been having terrible stomach pains around that time. I would be hungry, start to eat dinner, have two bites, and then double over. My mother took me to a doctor, who seriously considered operating on me. In those days, children with chronic stomach aches were often diagnosed as having “enlarged colons” and it was almost a fad to have them undergo surgery.


My mother said there would be no operation, but she knew something was wrong and instinctively she realized it had to do with the way we were living. It just was not right for a nine-year-old girl to live in a hotel, keep irregular hours, and be alone so much of the time. So she asked around and discovered a boarding house for little girls across town. I would still go to public school, but during the week I would live in the house where there were other girls for me to play with and my mother would know I was well taken care of.


The boarding house was run by Deaconess Nosler of the Episcopal church, and Margaret Bateman, a nurse. Deaconess was a short bustling woman and Margaret was tall with a bony, beautiful Katharine Hepburn kind of face. For me, they were a throwback to Mary and Midah Waller, who ran the boarding house where Mother and I had lived years earlier. Deaconess did the housework while Margaret was the spiritual one. They called it the Mary and Martha Cottage, after Mary and Martha in the Bible.


Almost immediately after I moved into the boarding house, my stomach pains went away. If I did have an enlarged colon, and I seriously doubt it, the cure was nothing more complicated than regular hours and wholesome food. Within a year, we went back to the doctor who had wanted to operate and all he could say was, “Well, young lady, you’ve cured yourself.” My stomach was fine and it never bothered me again.


The second benefit of living in the boarding house was discovering the joy of having an audience. I was the oldest of the thirteen girls living there so they became my captive audience.


I have no idea where some of my routines came from. I would improvise these long monologues—a Swedish woman on a bus, for instance: “Vat du yu mean, yu von’t let me take my little doggie on de bus? I vill hit yu vid my umbrella!”


I had never seen a Swedish person in my life, on a bus or off. I must have heard someone with a Swedish accent someplace and the sounds must have amused me.


I also played my first role on a real stage at the Mary and Martha Cottage. I was Mary in the nativity scene during a Christmas pageant and the joke I have told ever since is that I played the Virgin Mary when I was nine years old and never got over it.


I still have pictures of ten or twelve of us dressed up as little angels singing carols and every time I see them they remind me of the program where the entire audience of parents and teachers was laughing and giggling as we sang. We were barefoot angels and I was told later that I was beating time to “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing” with my big toe.


For another program, I was given a poem to recite—“The Little Gray Lamb”—about a lamb that strays from the field and is brought back by the shepherd. As I began to recite I looked down at the front row and saw tears streaming down my mother’s face.


I quit right in the middle of the poem and ran offstage, saying, “My mother’s crying. Why is my mother crying?” They had to bring her backstage to tell me she was crying because she was so happy before I would go back and do the whole poem over again.


The delight I felt about performing even back then was an instinctive thing I never bothered to analyze. Years later, a songwriter named Bud Freeman put it into words when he told me he thought every child should take dramatic lessons the way they study the piano or the violin or dancing.


Self-expression, Bud said, is the most powerful instinct human beings have. It is above self-preservation because people have died in order to express themselves. It is above sex because people have become celibate in order to express their religious feelings. When you discover the way you can best express yourself, whether it is in music, art, performing, or domesticity, you are very lucky. People who cannot express themselves, Bud said, are the ones who become sick and neurotic.


I have always considered myself so fortunate that Margaret Bateman noticed the way I entertained the other little girls at Mary and Martha Cottage and mentioned it to my mother. “Has Betty ever seen Agna Enters or Ruth Draper?” she asked, referring to the popular dancer and mimologist of that era. “She should see them because of all these little plays and monologues and characters she is developing. It is something she would be interested in.”


My mother had access to concert tickets through her job and at different times she took me to see Ruth Draper and Agna Enters. I think in the back of my mind I said to myself, “That’s what I want to do some day.”


EVERY SUMMER during this period, my mother would pack me off to visit her brother Norris Stone in Portland and I always looked forward to this.


Uncle Norris and Aunt Bess had six children. There was Elizabeth, the oldest; Norris Jr., whom we called Bo; Bob, on whom I had a big crush, and Billy. Looking back, I’m sure Billy had Tourette’s syndrome, but all it meant then was that we made fun of him. There were also twin girls, Caroline and Helen, who were just a year younger than I was. I have pictures in which we look like triplets.


At the beginning of July, Uncle Norris would pile us all into his car and take us to a beach on the Oregon coast called Neskowin. There we would stay for the summer.


It was a completely unspoiled beach with big cabins and we took the same one every year. We ran around barefoot all day long, exploring the streams and tributaries that flowed down to the ocean. There was a big rock in the middle of the beach—it was called Proposal Rock—that sometimes was separated from the shore by the tide and sometimes you could walk over to. All in all, it was the most idyllic kind of life.


Uncle Norris, who was not rich by any means, used to order six quarts of milk every morning and there was always enough food to stock a grocery store. I was Cousin Betty from the outside and at the dinner table they would fight over who was going to sit next to me. And don’t think I didn’t love being this privileged person who was always the center of attention.


The only hitch was at night the twins wanted to share me and would push their beds together so I had to sleep on the crack. Being treated like this did one important thing for me as I grew up. It made me feel that, despite whatever upheavals there were in my life, I was someone special. I think everyone can use that feeling once in a while.


Aunt Bess died after the first summer and a year or so later Uncle Norris met a wonderful woman who took over the family and spoiled them all rotten. Aunt Clara came from a family of nine kids so I guess she thought it was natural to make all the beds, do all the cooking, can peaches in the fall, and never ask for any help. She held that family together for years and she and I became so close that we stayed in touch and occasionally got together for the rest of her life.


Clara never lost her willingness to do just about anything for her family and she once told me how she and her four sisters took care of their mother—let’s call her Ora; I never knew the name of Clara’s mother or her sisters so I’ll make up names—when she became infirm. Ora lived well into her nineties and instead of sending her to a nursing home the girls took turns keeping her for a month at a time.


Ora was staying at Clara’s house when she discovered Liberace. She was practically bedridden by then, but she would get up every day, get fully dressed, put on her diamond earrings, and sit in front of the TV with a martini and watch Liberace. It was the highlight of her day.


As the month was coming to an end and it was time for Ora to move to her daughter Etta’s house, Clara noticed she was getting very depressed. Clara quickly figured out that Ora was afraid she would not be able to watch Liberace. So she called Etta and said, “For God’s sake, be sure to get Momma up every day at six o’clock and put her in front of the television set so she can watch Liberace.”


The day came when Ora moved over to Etta’s house and she was still very depressed. But that night at six o’clock Etta got her up, got her all dressed, put on her diamond earrings, sat her in front of the TV with her martini, and turned the set on.


“OK, Momma?” she said as Liberace came on.


“Oh . . . yes!” Ora said. “But how did he know where to find me?”


When I told that story to Liberace at a party once he laughed so hard I thought he was going to choke. Then he asked if he could use it in his act.


NORRIS JUNIOR, the one we called Bo, was as close to a brother as I have ever had and he grew to be quite alienated from his father. When he was in his thirties, he joined the merchant marine, went to sea, and started writing stories and sending them off to magazines. But he would give them Larry’s and my address in Los Angeles because he did not want his father to know what he was up to.


The rejection slips and returned stories would pile up at our house until Bo came back from sea. Then one day, the Saturday Evening Post bought one of his Westerns. Bo had become a great authority on the lore of the Northwest and from then on he sold one marvelous story after another to the Post, Colliers, and other magazines.


Soon Bo was writing for the screen and he wrote one of the classic Westerns, Ride the High Country, starring Joel McCrea and Randolph Scott. That made Bo leave the merchant marine for good. He settled down to write movies and television shows for the rest of his life. We spent a lot of time together—he always came over to our house for the holidays—until he got cancer and went back to Neskowin. Bo played golf and stayed in a cabin on the beach where we had spent all those happy summers until he died.


WHEN IT CAME time for me to leave the Mary and Martha Cottage and go to high school, Deaconess Nosler did the most wonderful thing for me. I had written a little religious poem she had liked and she called the Episcopal bishop who ran the Annie Wright Seminary in Tacoma and recommended me for a scholarship.


The Annie Wright Seminary seemed like something out of a dream. It was a school where rich girls went—a beautiful place and far beyond our means without the scholarship. There were lovely buildings, spacious, rolling grounds, tennis courts, a swimming pool, and even a bowling alley.


We lived two to a room and wore uniforms so there was no difference between what the rich girls and the scholarship girls wore. And my biggest class might have had only thirteen students in it. I took four years of Latin and since there were only four girls in my class I had to learn Latin. And chemistry and French and English too.


Just before I went to the seminary, I had another one of my mysterious illnesses. I used to get swollen glands periodically and that summer I had been in the hospital for six weeks with a gland on the side of my neck the size of an ostrich egg. Right before school started, it just as mysteriously went away but the treatments weakened me to the point where I weighed about eighty-five pounds.


I also had dry, ugly-looking patches all over my face. Today, this is recognized as an allergy, but back then they thought it was some kind of fungus and prescribed ultraviolet treatments. They burned off a layer of skin once a week for six weeks thinking that would get down to the bottom of the fungus and kill it. It is a wonder I did not have skin cancer by the time I was fifteen and I think the spots that were left on my skin may have been due to those treatments.


On top of all this, my eyebrows grew together, I had absolutely straight hair, and there I was at this fancy school with all these rich girls with plucked eyebrows and permanents. They were all older than I was—exactly the opposite of the way things had been at the Mary and Martha Cottage—and I was viewed as this little runt. The other girls called me Bud, which stood for “Betty Under-Developed” because you could iron a shirt on my chest.


This sort of teasing went on all the time. Nobody was actually cruel to me, but I always seemed to be opening my mouth and putting my foot into it. I was used to just saying things, whatever came into my mind, instead of censoring myself the way a young lady is supposed to.


We rotated tables in the dining room every month and I remember sitting at the head table with the principal and saying, “I know why sailors have thirteen buttons on the flies of their pants.” The reason was perfectly innocent—because of the thirteen original states—but it was treated as the most obscene thing anybody could have said at the dinner table.


I always seemed to be doing something like that so I became the class clown. And sometime during that school year, I got my first period and it was like telegraph wires were humming: “Betty’s got the curse.” What a year that was!


But despite all this, I don’t remember being unhappy because I had a roommate who was worse off than I was. Tishelle—we called her Tish—was homesick and did nothing but cry all the time so she was considered the class pill instead of me. And after a while, I began to develop a few social graces. I learned table manners, how to get along with people, and how to give the façade of being a lady even when I did not feel like one.


I have come to believe boarding school, particularly for girls, is a wonderful thing at that age. We all said we would rather go to a school where there were boys, but I think there is a time in a girl’s life when she needs to find out who she is without competing for boys and worrying about clothes.


In 1986, I went back to the seminary for our fiftieth anniversary and of the twenty-six girls in our class, eighteen showed up—all vibrant, interesting, active women. Much credit goes to the seminary for giving us a place where we could find our identity and our self-confidence and our vocations. Our motto was “On from strength to strength,” which is a wonderful way of putting it.


Hail to thee our Alma Mater
Seminary Fair
May achievements crown thy labors
Is our earnest prayer.
Hearts turned toward our Alma Mater
May our lives at length
Prove thy daughters bear thy motto
“On from strength to strength.”


Being at the seminary was surely one of the most important periods of my life. I went from being what we would call a street kid today to an educated and civilized adult. And my appearance underwent an amazing transformation too.


In my junior year, I was voted maid of honor in the May festival, which means the most popular girl in the class. I also became captain of the Gold Team (athletics at the school was divided into Blue and Gold teams) and graduated as salutatorian of the class. Tish, who had been such a pain when we were freshman, was the valedictorian, the brightest girl in the whole class and one of the most popular.


But I knew, and the people at the seminary knew, there was a part of me that would never become completely civilized. The principal once called me into her office and said, “You were seen shopping in Seattle without your hat.” I said, “What?!” But it was true. I had spent the weekend at home and I had indeed gone shopping without wearing a hat. In those days a lady, especially an Annie Wright Seminary girl, simply did not go out without her hat and gloves!


There was no drama department at the seminary and that left things wide open for me. Whenever there was a special occasion or a celebration of any kind, I would put together a show where we would construct some scenery in the gym and stage little productions. I played the ukelele and got some of the other girls to sing songs and act in skits. Which always starred me, of course.


Near the end of our senior year, we did put on a real play, Twelfth Night, in which I played Maria. When it was over, the bishop, a very strait-laced, humorless man who was often at the school for special events, came up to my mother and said, “What are you going to do with your daughter?”


“What do you think I should do?” she asked.


“I think you had better put her on the stage,” he said, in a tone that indicated otherwise I might become a gangster’s moll. That was one of the recommendations that sent me off to my life’s work. The other came from Martha Graham.


Martha was coming through town on a concert tour and my mother had a friend, Jean Baillargeon, who knew her and said she could arrange an introduction. I was supposed to actually dance for her, but there was no time so all we had was a short conversation.


I had taken classes during the summers at the University of Washington from Bonnie Bird and Gussie Kirschner, two women who had danced with Martha in New York, and they told her I was a hard worker who would probably develop into a good dancer.


I do not think Martha cared one way or the other, really. She just wanted to accommodate her friend. So on the basis of short conversations with three people she knew, and out of the kindness of her heart, she recommended me for a scholarship at the Neighborhood Playhouse in New York.


I had no idea then that this was a pattern that would repeat itself many times in the future. I had no idea how often I would be steered toward wonderful things by other people or simply fall into them by luck.


There was only one problem about leaving for New York, though. I was not sure I wanted to go. As exciting as the prospect was, and as ridiculous as it now seems, I would have stayed home if Bob Rodal had asked me to.


I met Bob, my first serious boyfriend, the summer I was sixteen. My mother and I and the Baillargeons rented a little cabin on Bainbridge Island in Puget Sound and the only way to get there was over the water to a ferry stop called Yeomalt. My mother would go back and forth to work every morning on a little ferry.


They held Saturday night dances on the island and when Bob asked me to dance it was the first time I had ever felt real physical vibrations. There were dances at the seminary, of course, but all you could do was meet a boy, dance with him—not cheek to cheek!—maybe write him a mushy letter and then only see him once or twice again. Dancing with Bob was quite a different thing.


Bob told me he was twenty-one but I found out years later he was really twenty-four and was afraid my mother would not let him go out with me if she knew the truth. I thought it was really something to be dating this older man and was sure that I was in love the way only a sixteen-year-old girl can be.


We dated all through the next year and wrote to each other, which is always a big deal when you are at school. To be able to show off letters from your boyfriend gave you real status. By the time Bob took me to the Senior Prom, I was absolutely certain I was in love and not at all sure I wanted to go to New York. All Bob had to say was “Don’t go” and I wouldn’t have. But he didn’t say it and I didn’t find out why for forty years.


In the 1970s, I took Betty Garrett and Other Songs to Seattle to do a benefit for the Annie Wright Seminary and I let Bob know I was coming. A friend who was there told me that during intermission Bob took out the dance program from the Senior Prom at the Annie Wright Seminary and showed it to the people at the table.
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