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For Bill Aue . . . who would have had fun

with all this . . .

and Byron Dobell


They were such good company, even by letter. My pet was Dorothy Parker. When the correspondence began in 1962 she had just moved out of her digs at the Hotel Volney in New York to settle in West Hollywood with her husband, Alan Campbell. A letter to her friend Germaine about the move:
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My special circle included Edna Ferber, one of the most popular and prolific writers of her time—a scold, a snob, a low-profile dominatrix whose corseted asperity was never far from busting out. If Ferber hadn’t gone from small-town reporter to big-time writer, she would doubtless have had a rocky but enduring Boston marriage and ended her days as dean of one of the elite women’s colleges, where she would have been talked about plenty.

She hated noise and did not take kindly to criticism. Here she is at her most Ferberly, omitting a salutation and addressing someone we can only know as “thoughtful boy”:
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Louise Brooks, the left-hemispheric actress turned essayist and critic, a fabulous creature—literate, passionate, bitter as a root, a great destroyer of Hollywood myth, and an Olympian hater—was, in the time period represented by her correspondence, spending the last years of her life in a modest Rochester, New York, apartment, subsisting on a straitening stipend paid to her every month by ex-boyfriend William F. Paley, her legend among cineastes swelling like popcorn, though her iconic raven pageboy had morphed into a salt-and-pepper topknot.

Here she is writing to “Dorothy,” extruding a great deal of venom on paterfamilias Joseph Kennedy:
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There was endless wit from dear Noël Coward, writing a great deal about his friends and the leading ladies on whom he blamed everything, including his wayward diverticulum. Marlene Dietrich was his dearest and, with the possible exception of Clifton Webb, his most annoying friend.
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Brick and Pigeons


I  f with that last letter you pictured the urbane playwright in Switzerland, cigarette-holdered and smoking-jacketed, dashing off a letter in the 1960s from a cozy nook high up in Chalet Coward—the house he bought in the Alps to take advantage of Switzerland’s kinda gentler tax laws—located at Les Avants, Montreux, just down the mountain from the David Nivens at Château d’Oex, where Coward entertained guests that included Marlene, Garbo, George Cukor, Rebecca West, and a group that Elaine Stritch once called “all the Dames Edith” . . . you would be wrong.

Every letter reproduced here, along with hundreds like them, were turned out by me—conceived, written, typed, and signed—in my perilously held studio apartment in the shadow of Zabar’s on New York’s Upper West Side in 1991 and 1992. A room with a view not of Alpine splendor, but of brick and pigeons, a modest flat I took in the spring of 1969 with the seventy-five-hundred-dollar advance that G. P. Putnam’s Sons had given me to do my first book, a biography of Tallulah Bankhead. I sold those letters to various autograph dealers, first in New York City, and was soon branching out across the country and abroad—for seventy-five dollars a pop.

Noël Coward’s soi-disant letters were typed by me on what I remember was a 1950ish Olympia manual, solid as a rock, bigger than a bread box, not so much portable as luggable. (Noël’s Olympia was the one I would have the most trouble schlepping when the FBI was about to come calling.) For the nonce, I was content, researching my Tallulah bio—just me, my cat, and my contract, in my cozy, rent-controlled room-with-no-view.

I had never known anything but “up” in my career, had never received even one of those formatted no-thank-you slips that successful writers look back upon with triumphant jocularity. And I regarded with pity and disdain the short-sleeved wage slaves who worked in offices. I had no reason to believe life would get anything but better. I had had no experience failing.

Miss Tallulah Bankhead was a succès d’estime. The book had respectable sales and attracted many admirers, especially in the gay community. (By which I mean men. Lesbians don’t seem to harbor the gay sensibility with the same vigorous attention to detail as the guys who, I suspect, are born with the Great American Songbook clinging to the walls of their Y chromosomes.) I continued to be wined and wooed by publishers, in various venues of young veal and Beefeater gin. My second book, Kilgallen, was conceived at one of those chic, deductible lunches, over gorgeous gin martinis. My work on the book began in the mid-1970s and continued for about four years.

I researched at the Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center, where I was always comfortable. (I had even given the library a percentage of my take on Tallulah.) Kilgallen sold well and made the best-seller list of The New York Times. It appeared for one week with a snippy little commentary by the book-section editor, running as a kind of footer—the commentary, not the editor. Since I had written for the Arts and Leisure section frequently, when it was under the talented editorship of Seymour Peck, the paper’s distaste for my work surprised and chagrined. No matter. I was now entitled to say that I was a New York Times best-selling author, and I frequently did. A particularly compelling part of the Kilgallen story was her controversial death, which had occurred just after she told friends that she was about to reveal the truth about the assassination of JFK. I remember swimming laps, with the mantra “Who killed Dorothy? Who killed Dorothy?” playing under my swim cap. I made money from my second book. Not Kitty Kelley, beachfront-property money, and no more than I would have made in four years in middle management at a major corporation . . . as if any major corporation would have had me, or I it. There was enough, however, to keep me in restaurants and taxis.



Wretched and Excessive


I was imprudent with money and Dionysian to the quick. Having worked so long and hard on the last book, I took many months off to play. I fell in love with a brilliant, beautiful bartender named Elaine, a lapsed Catholic who now observed only Bloomsday and St. Patrick’s—the first with solemnity, the latter with wretched excess. And so I took more time to play.

There were several false starts on various projects, which meant months of research, working on a particular book only to find that there was no book there. Not my kind of book. I had to abandon Judy Holliday, Bette Davis (she wanted me to co-author one of her several autobiographies, and when people asked me what had finally gone wrong with the project, I told them “I yelled back!”), Roy Cohn, Vanessa Redgrave, and Woody Allen. Of course, advances had to be returned, and in their entirety, though many thousands had been spent by me in determining that a book was not doable. Writers, unlike lawyers, doctors, agents, and Verizon Information, do not get paid when they fail or misjudge.



Just as I was down to the last five hundred of my remaining IRA, along came Estée Lauder, the colossus of fragrance and cosmetics, about whom Macmillan wanted an unauthorized biography—warts and all. I accepted the offer though I didn’t give a shit about her warts. I needed the money badly. Macmillan paid in the high five figures.

Before I could say “gift with purchase,” I was made another offer not to treat Estée’s warts. The counteroffer came from Estée herself through the late and unlamented attorney Roy Cohn, with a man named Lou Katz acting as intermediary and bag man in the wings. (In 2002 Katz would be extradited from Panama, where he had fled after being convicted of the murder of the new lover of his old boyfriend. He had been free for thirteen years before his capture.) He communicated with me through a mutual friend, Jack Hock, who had worked for him when Katz owned a gay bar called Uncle Charlie’s . . . which had seemed to me, on my several visits, not the least bit avuncular. The first offer from Estée-Cohn-Katz was $60,000—enough to settle the back taxes I owed the feds and to return an advance I had previously been paid to do a job on Roy Cohn himself.

I was not the first writer assigned to Estée Lauder. New York Post columnist Cindy Adams recounted at the time of Estée’s death at ninety-seven that she had once undertaken such a book and been leaned on by Roy Cohn to drop the project. “I was parrying,” she wrote in 2004, “with the smartest and the toughest.” Adams finally abandoned the work in progress when other assignments came her way. When I chose to parry back and refused the sixty-thousand-dollar inducement, Katz, who resembled a seedy Barry Manilow, left Jack Hock the message, “Tell Lee that the old lady says she can name her price.” I didn’t like or even trust the offer and issued a final refusal. Perhaps I’d seen too many Gregory Peck films in my impressionable years—Peck with his simmering projections of outraged probity—and emerged from the exposures with the opinion that taking bribes was wrong. So I did the book for Macmillan. It was rushed out because Estée, ever the competitor, was racing to market with her own putative life story, in which she admitted finally to being Jewish!

My book was keenly anticipated by Doubleday’s flagship store in New York City, which was right across the street from the headquarters of both Lauder and Revlon. So of course a good deal of interest was evinced at the store by the employees of both firms about my unauthorized Estée Lauder: Beyond the Magic. Based on the interest shown, the store assumed that my book would have legs like a brace of centipedes. I pre-signed more than a hundred copies. The book did okay there on account of all the cosmetics people who knew that Estée had much that she kept hidden about her old-time religion; it turned out, however, that the secret stuff just wasn’t that secret. She had not fooled too many people when, for instance, she talked tendentiously about her brunches in Palm Beach “every Sunday after church.” I was pleased to sign all those copies for the Doubleday store, but not so pleased when I returned to find that many of my autographed books were still on the shelf—where I would join them straightaway.

I had made a mistake. Instead of taking a great deal of money from a woman rich as Oprah, I published a bad, unimportant book, rushed out in months to beat the other little piggy to market. The reviews were not good. Sales were poor. The Estée Lauder biography was the beginning of the end for me as a hotshot writer. I’d left my cake out in the rain. No more two-martini wooing at the Four Seasons.

And I blame Gregory Peck!



A Mayan Minute


Over a period of about three years, I plummeted from best-sellerdom to welfare, with a couple of pit stops in between. I had adored the writing life and the freedom that accompanied it. I never took it absolutely for granted, but I assumed that if anything happened I could strike a tolerable bargain by taking to the marketplace the segregable skills I had developed in decades of researching and writing nonfiction. This turned out not to be the case. The marketplace has no little box called “book writer.” I had not done time in the pillory. I hadn’t worked at a real job.
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Dear Dorothy

My "source" for most of what we spoke about, in
addition to my own experiences with George Marshall,
was John Springer. You know that he was Monroe's publicity
agent and 8 constant, longtime friend of mine.

That terrible old fart, the Wedy)
ruined Gloria Swanson by luring her away from Paramount
and then dumping her uncerimonicusly. He estdblished a
foothold out there and presented the town to his boys as
their well-stocked and private whore house, They had to
have beautiful Marilyn. She became even more headily
wayward with regard to her film career, assuming that her
closeness to their redoubtable power would make it all
right with Fox, She was "told" that it would be sll right
with Fox. Then she took her 1ittle hideaway house, but
nobody came to protect her or make it e@ll right. There
were finally only subpoena servers from Fox. She could
have compelled the protection she so poignantly needed by
threatening those beasts with disclosing that- she hed laid
the President and the Attorney Geperal. She did not have

the guile or the stomach for suclblood sport and so she took
pills instead.

to bar Bobby from her funeral! I hate the Kennedys.
Their goal was to lay all the beauties in Babylon and ’
their carelessness and cruelty--taught to them by a
father with the instincts of a vicious beast--resulted
in the rubbling of a delicste and decent woman., She was
one of many victims,

The dignified Joh di Maggio had the guts and grafa//

]

I know you will 1ike the "young" essays of Virginia
Woolf but beward., She is totally deluded sbout her psrents.
Those sbominations , had they lived longer, would have
stuck her in & loony bin with her sister, 4nd I suspect
that would happen to me if I ever decided to countermand
Thomas Wolfe's injunction, Wichita has been spollinﬁetor
my ass since KXZEEXXKAFENXAXXKXKEEXXXXTKHUFFXRBNEAX ctor
was @ Plains Indian.

Regards jo 'U‘;iﬁe %"
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Sunday.
Dear Boy,
The London sojourn was
exhausting, Marlene's opening was
divine. The silly old Kraut remains

one of the most attractive women on the
face of the earth and during this brief
period of triumph has ceased moaning about
getting old. As I have told you on
countless occasions I am sure--Marlene
seems to think that she is the only higher
primate to suffer the depradations of grow-
ingyand she is determinedly ungraceful
abaut the whole business.

Are you tiredyyvet of
of my paeans to the Queen Mother, We
all watched "Ninety Years On" together,
She was moved and I was thrilled. I
love her more and more for her good heart
and her grand style, That she is
genuinely fond of me delights me beyond
my meagre powers of expression.

You told me nothing about
Bob. Am T to assume that it is over?

Yours, as ever,

‘r

e )
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January 27, 1962

Dear Germaine,

Please be sure to change my
mailing address to the above. Your letters
are a comfort and I would hate missing them,
There are several review copies that I rever
received,

The old address, which you will
now disregard, is the Hotel Volney, 23 East
74th, New York City. I tell you that for HXX
history's sake or in case your files are vertical,

Gertrude Stein was right about
roses, but she was all wet about California.
She sald there was "no there there." Well,
I'm here to tell you there is.

If Alan were home (about the most
conditional sehtence I have ever composed),
he would send enormous love and best regards.

Yours,

Do Tordewn

P.S. I have a hangover out of Gounod'!'s Faust,
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I loved your flowers,thoughtful boy. They were waiting
impatiently for me when I returned from Main Chance.

It was just the 1lift I needed after returning home to
a major construction job in progress right outside my
apartment. These workmen,with their foul languszge and
their cozrse hollering wifill mske 2 Tory of me yet.

I thought zbout the idea of your approeching Lz Hepburn
and I don't think this is the best time. I spoke with
her last week. The Kramer film is on schedule, but
very taxing to Spence. He has no residual energy and
i4 even crankier then usual, which is very cranky
indeed. K&t¥ said that he has just zbout every major
ailment essociated with aging. She is trying to keep
ner remarkable chin up but the situation is very touch-
and-go. All their energies are concentrated now on
finishing the picture. Kramer is shooting in sequence
and he's got to do a six-page,very powerful,absolutely
crucial scene any day now.She was near to tears.Not the
Xate I know and have known for decades.Give her time.
She has nothing left over.

I gather you didn't like the book.That is your privilege.
I do.As e matter of fact,dear heart,I've liked just
sbout everytaing I've ever written, and that is how I
muster the stuff to get to my machine every day--

in spite of the conspiracy of noise from a hostile

bloc of blue-collar s with jackhammers from hell.
Tomorrow,I'll prey for rain.

E

I love you.
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