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    Foreword


    I FIRST MET Cherry Vanilla at a McGarrigle sisters show in L.A. My mom and aunt were performing, and most likely I was there to do bits of Stephen Foster and French folk music. I was happy to be there but also a little antsy since, at that point, I was in California to make my own album, which was going to be decidedly not folk. On first sight of her, I was completely hooked: the shock of red hair, the old Hollywood–style makeup, the haute couture ensemble all mixed with a general enthusiasm and understanding for what my mother and aunt’s rustic world was all about. She was the most glamorous person in the room but made no attempts to dominate the space; she happily waited for her victims, and I was reeled in by her elegant and sexy kindness.


    Something inside of me that evening exclaimed: This is it! This woman is the bridge! A bridge over a river, a bridge in a song, the Rainbow Bridge to Valhalla, home of the gods. Banjo players suddenly became Hollywood players, coffeehouses turned into bathhouses, and song stylings transformed into Paris styles.


    Thanks to Cherry’s work with the composer Vangelis, a few years later I was in Greece on one of the most glamorous European trips of my life. There a close friend of hers pointed out to me that she is, in fact, not a woman, not a man, not even a deity—Cherry Vanilla is a whole state of mind, a kind of mental field which, once reached, graces your life with more perspective and thus a grander vision. I understood what this man was saying instantly. Since our fateful meeting that night in L.A., I’d definitely experienced several “Vanilla Fields.” (“Cherry Fields” I suppose would be more apropos due to the Lennon song “Strawberry Fields Forever”; still, it sounds too much like a real name, and we definitely don’t want that!) I had begun to transform myself through my constant and ever-present hunger for discovery, and Cherry was right there, spoon-feeding me ambrosia, poisoned apples, sweet nectar, and all the good and bad elements of heaven and earth required for the creation of a true rock and roll spirit.


    Throughout my artistic life, and the lives of many others, she’s remained a beacon of uncompromising sensuality and freedom of expression while at the same time maintaining an avid interest in the now, a woman certainly formed by the ’60s but in no way chained to them. I hope that you, the reader, will experience some of the same inspiration we lucky many, a cast of thousands, have gained from her perspective for many years. I also hope that you will keep one more thing in mind as you discover her fantastically wild story: behind the sex, drugs, and rock and roll is one of the kindest and most loyal human beings the world has ever known. Despite becoming the glorious Cherry Vanilla, onstage tornado and backstage bad girl, little Kathy Dorritie from Queens has always remained and is never far behind—always excited, always enthralled, and always pleased to meet you, whoever you are. In the end, a good little girl dressed in a tutu.


    —RUFUS WAINWRIGHT
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    The Bridge to Oz


    AS THE warm pee ran down my legs and into my socks and brown leather oxfords, a trance-like state ensued, rendering me helpless to stop the flow of liquid emanating from my body. A momentary flash of guilt was quickly overcome by the hypnotic and liberating rush. Standing in the kitchen by the fridge, only steps away from the bathroom, I was powerless to move my feet at all—and what’s more I had no desire to do so. There’d be a price to pay for my behavior, I knew. But as the pee made a puddle all around me, I was miles above my fear, excited by what were probably the first stirrings of intoxication and sensuality in me, and feeling, though unintentionally so, quite rebellious.


    My mother was naturally alarmed. I was a chronic bed wetter and had suffered from kidney infections, but I had long since outgrown the practice of peeing in my pants. She was gentle and forgiving as she cleaned up both the mess on the floor and me, even though I could offer no explanation as to why it had happened. But when my father got home from work and heard about it, he became enraged, saying I was “disgusting” and scowling “shame on you.” I cried myself to sleep that night and prayed that I would die, ’cause he said he was going to tell everyone what a “dirty girl” I was. But I know now that through those tears, an inner strength was born in me, an I’ll show you determination to decide for myself what was shameful or not and to never again give a shit about what names either he or any other insensitive dumb-fuck like him would ever call me again. It’s my earliest memory. I was five years old at the time.


    •


    I WAS born Kathleen Anne Dorritie on October 16, 1943, in New York City. World War II was on, and it must have been hard on my parents, who already had three other mouths to feed—Margaret, Johnny, and Mary. But my mother worked, and my father, in addition to his job with the Department of Sanitation, drove a truck part-time for Sam’s Ninth Avenue Meat Market. So there was always plenty of food on the table, especially meat. And there was always the mungo—perfectly good items salvaged from the trash that the sanitation men would bring home and recycle. My parents were also the supers of the six-unit tenement building in which we lived, and we thereby paid a much reduced rent. (Ya gotta hand it to ’em; they worked every angle.)


    My father’s father came from a long line of New Yorkers and owned speakeasies in Hell’s Kitchen. Some ancestors on his side were French, from New Orleans, name of Ritchie. My mother’s sister, Lucinda, had once been crowned “The Belle of Harlem” and my Scottish grandfather bought both her and my mom two-hundred-dollar dresses (a fortune in the 1920s and ’30s). But aside from that, there was never that much family history talk around our house. I knew my other grandparents had come from County Clare and Galway in Ireland, but that’s about it. They were all dead by the time I was six.


    Except for a few medical problems (eye, ear, and kidney) and the violent side of my father that erupted now and then, my early life in Woodside, Queens, didn’t seem so bad. We prayed for lots of snow in the winter, ’cause it meant overtime hours for the sanitation men to plow the streets and more money in the kitty for Christmas presents and summer vacations. And we somehow managed to have the first-ever television set on all of Skillman Avenue—a Stromberg-Carlson “with a twelve-and-a-half-inch screen and forty-two tubes,” as my father so incessantly pointed out to all who would listen. (It had probably come from my Aunt Rita, who was well over four hundred pounds and who always had a bunch of “hot”—which in those days meant stolen—items for sale.) When the baseball game was on, our living room was filled with cheering, jeering friends and neighbors—the beer, highballs, cold cuts, and dirty jokes flowing. And when the Friday Night Fights were on, my father turned into a fanatical, red-faced, leaping lunatic of an authority on boxing—throwing phantom punches and yelling things at the TV like “Hit ’im with the left!” and “C’mon, get up, ya bum!”


    I knew that some people, like my Aunt Lizzy’s family, the Donahues in Elmhurst, and my parents’ friends, the Kents in St. Alban’s (both of whom I often stayed with for weeklong visits without my mom and dad), lived life with more than one bathroom and doors on their bedrooms, but I figured there really wasn’t much more to aspire to than what we had in Woodside at the time.


    •


    ON SATURDAYS, while my mother was at work, my dad would often take me to the Department of Sanitation’s huge incinerator out by Flushing Bay. It had gigantic metal doors, and when they opened, it was like looking into hell, the heat from the flames burning your skin like a dozen summer suns. It was a fire so big that if you were to throw a couple of Mack trucks in there, it would swallow ’em whole. Then he’d take me to a landfill the department was making out there, a giant mountain of garbage with seagulls flying all around it. Other Saturdays, we would visit my dad’s friend Mr. Gruber at his pigeon coop on the roof down the street, or else maybe the coop on the roof of the sanitation garage in Long Island City.


    And on Sundays—even though he drove all week long as a chauffeur for the Department of Sanitation’s borough superintendent of Queens—my dad loved taking long drives to places like Rockaway Beach, Coney Island, Graymoor (an upstate religious retreat), and even Washington, D.C. My mom would be at work or at home cooking, and my brother and sisters were usually busy with homework, so it was often just the two of us, my dad and me, who went for the rides. We didn’t talk much on the road, so I got to listen to a lot of AM radio, at first in the pearl grey ’47 Nash Ambassador, and later in the forest green ’52 Buick Roadmaster. The music they played on shows like the Make Believe Ballroom was what my father liked best. But as the 1950s approached, I noticed a new sound seeping onto the airwaves, one that was way hotter than “She Wore a Yellow Ribbon” by the Andrews Sisters or “Lavender Blue (Dilly Dilly)” by Burl Ives. Not that I didn’t love some of that 1940s pop stuff: “Far Away Places” by Perry Como made me dream of the exotic travel I’d do when I was older, and “Powder Your Face with Sunshine,” besides being a good philosophy to follow, was sung by Dean Martin, probably my first celebrity crush. Once I heard that newer, grittier sound, though, by artists like Fats Domino, Johnny Otis, Ruth Brown, Percy Mayfield, the Ravens, the Swallows, and Sonny Til and the Orioles, I was hooked on it and would search it out on the dial.


    At first, this new sound was referred to as “race music,” but it soon became known as rhythm and blues. And in Queens, whenever you went into a subway station, a public bathroom, or any place with an echo, there’d be groups of teenage boys there, singing the songs a cappella, making up their own harmonies and calling it doo-wop . This new music spoke directly to me somehow, and told me that something really big was coming, something maybe even bigger than the music itself.


    •


    LADY WAS our family dog, a purebred Dalmatian. She was so smart, we never even had to walk her. She would just jump out the back window, go down the cellar door, through the garden, over the cyclone fence, and into the huge vacant lot behind our row of flats to do her duty. All of Skillman Avenue used to walk their dogs back there, and there were always a few strays around as well. (And in those days, nobody picked up the poop.) When she was finished, Lady Clauheen (her full name) would run the whole course in reverse, coming right back up the cellar door, through the window, and into the kitchen. And she did it all as one smooth piece, beautiful choreography. She was so elegant, with a lightly spotted body and an almost all-white face. She was the first living thing I can remember loving. She made me know what love was. I hadn’t particularly recognized that emotion yet with people, at least not the way I knew it with Lady.


    One night my father came in very angry and everyone at home was acting really strange. Lady was cowering in the corner of the living room and shaking like a leaf. She seemed to sense that something bad was about to happen—and so did I. After a lot of whispered stuff about some big black mutt, then some loud angry curses and shoving around of chairs and such, my father made my brother help him grab a hold of Lady and carry her into the bathroom. She was yelping and howling, convulsing and fighting to get free. I thought her beautiful long legs were gonna break.


    I didn’t understand. Why were they hurting her so? What could she have done that was so bad? And what were they going to do to her in the bathroom? My father made my sisters take me to my parents’ bedroom at the far end of our railroad flat, as if that would prevent me from hearing all of the horror. Nobody would tell me what was happening, but after a while I pretty much figured it out. No, he didn’t kill the dog, but he did kill any puppies she may have had inside of her, or at least the sperm that might have turned into those puppies. Yes, my father performed a scalding–hot water rubber-hose abortion on Lady while my brother held her down in the tub.


    This, in a way, was my introduction to the birds and the bees, and it very well may have scarred me for life. I hated all men in that moment. And the sounds wouldn’t stop. All I could do back in the bedroom was curl up in a fetal position and sob from the deepest part of my six-year-old soul. I never wanted to feel so helpless again. I tried so hard to make myself disappear, to escape from the pain. If only I could get out of there, I thought, go live in the woods on my own, everything would be all right. But there was no way. I simply had to find a place inside my mind where I could hide at moments like these.


    Lady was never the same after that night. She stayed under the bed constantly and became very nervous. And when my parents started keeping her down in the cellar, she went for my sister Margaret (at least that’s what Margaret said) and seemed to go insane. They had her put down after that, though they told everyone that what Lady really died from was “a broken heart over never having had any puppies.”


    Without knowing if the Lady trauma was the cause, I soon developed a condition that would plague me for the rest of my life—a shameful, secret thing I did, which was diagnosed decades later as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).


    •


    THERE WAS a place we went to every summer. It was a kind of camp for employees of the Department of Sanitation and their families. When the old Second Avenue El was taken down in Manhattan at the end of the ’30s, the Department of Sanitation bought up all of the trains and, in 1941, turned the individual cars into modern compact houses with built-in beds, kitchens, and bathrooms. They added big front porches onto them; placed them here and there around the mountains and lakes of a multi-acre property in Holmes, New York, they’d named Sanita Hills; and rented them out very inexpensively to the sanitation workers for their family vacations.


    For some reason, my parents, who were always so cautious and strict with me back in Queens, let me roam around Sanita on my own, even when I was as young as six or seven. There were lakes with swim-cribs, lifeguards, floats, and boats—and all for free. And the trails and meadows were all marked with signposts, so you couldn’t get too lost. I loved being alone in nature, just me and the earth and the sky. I found a secret little spot by a pond that I returned to over and over, where I just sat silently, entranced by the willow trees, the water lilies, the frogs, and the birds. I was too young to know that what I was actually doing there was meditating. I just knew that all of the time I sat there, I felt good and I wanted for nothing—except, maybe, for a slice of the divine, warm peach pie from the bakery nearby. And so, it was nature that comprised my first real fantasy world, whether the actual time I spent in it in the summers or the memories of it I could call to mind the rest of the year when faced with one of those “God, please get me out of here” moments.


    If that didn’t work, I would escape any painful situations via the OCD route, manically picking at any cut, scratch, bite, or blemish on my body, alternating constantly between letting a scab form and picking it off, keeping the wounds open and bloody for weeks, sometimes months, on end. I guess I was just substituting one kind of pain for another, and punishing myself for whatever wasn’t right with my life. But all I knew was that I was learning how to slip into a kind of trance at will, honing my zoning-out skills in whatever ways possible, to the point where I almost could disappear.


    •


    MY SISTER Mary and her girlfriend Roseanne used to put on little variety shows underneath our front stoop. The audience was made up of the neighborhood kids who paid ten cents, sat on the cellar steps, and got one free glass of Kool-Aid each. Mary and Roseanne were the producers and a few young starstruck kids like me and my next-door neighbor Joannie Jackolovsky were the performers. We each knew one routine and we did it for every single show.


    Joannie was always the ballerina. She had long blond braids and a whole wardrobe of pink crepe-paper ballet costumes that Mary and Roseanne had made her. The 78 of “Dance Ballerina Dance” by Vaughn Monroe would come on, and Joannie would invariably chicken out and freeze. Mary and Roseanne would be there, pushing her out from the cellar, and the kids would all laugh like the Little Rascals. Then, after a quick jolt of courage, which prompted a pirouette or two, Joannie would burst into tears and crouch in the corner. The kids loved it. Some of ’em threw their Kool-Aid at her, which kind of melted her crepe-paper costumes. And I guess that’s why she had so many of ’em.


    I was always Leilani, the hula girl. I wore a flower-printed towel as a sarong, with my fanciest panties underneath and a toilet-tissue carnation tucked behind one ear, while strumming a plastic ukulele and singing along with either “Sweet Leilani” or “Johnny Brings Leilani Home.” About halfway through the number, I used to get rid of the ukulele and start to wiggle (I thought I was doing the hula). Mary, Roseanne, and the kids would go bananas, cheering me on, making me gyrate wildly. And eventually, the towel would work its way loose and fall to the ground. Once everyone got a good look at me dancing topless in my panties, I would clutch my breasts, act embarrassed, and run off into the cellar. But even at age six or seven, I kind of knew what I was doing.


    Joannie and I were always doing secret, sick little things, like pooping together behind the hedges in the backyard instead of in the toilet. And for most things we never were caught. But on Valentine’s day in 1951, we really got into trouble for the cards we sent some neighborhood ladies who always sat on the front stoops chatting when the weather was nice. Sam’s Candy Store on Skillman Avenue used to sell “penny Valentines,” though they actually cost around a nickel. They were printed on a single sheet of paper, and each one had a theme expressed in a rhyme, along with a garish illustration. We knew they were naughty but didn’t realize just how vicious they actually were. And not having money for lots of them, we only bought one of each of our favorites—“The World’s Biggest Cheapskate,” “The World’s Biggest Gossip,” and “The World’s Biggest Pig.” We used tracing paper and crayons to make multiple copies of them and anonymously left them in the women’s mailboxes.


    There probably wouldn’t have been such a huge hullabaloo about them had we not nailed the women with exactly the right theme for each, according to the way we’d heard our parents talk about them. Mrs. Sayles, who lived on the top floor of our building, made the biggest stink of all, and she knew right away who had sent them. Joannie and I owned up to doing it and had to apologize to each and every woman in person. Our parents scolded us, but they couldn’t help but laugh at what we’d done—saying things that they themselves only wished they had the balls to say to those women. Mrs. Sayles was indeed known as “the neighborhood gossip” and here’s what her Valentine said.


    You always put folks in a hole


    With talk that’s vile and cheap


    I’d like to see you in a hole


    A big one six feet deep


    We knew what we’d done wasn’t nice—naturally, we didn’t really want Mrs. Sayles to die—and I, for one, learned a few lessons by getting caught. I realized the importance of owning up to one’s mistakes (of course, making the copies instead of sending the originals was our first mistake) and that the things adults say behind each other’s backs are often different than the things said to their faces. Mostly, though, I learned a lot about the power of words, especially poetry. And I believe this may have been the beginning of my lifelong love affair with the form.


    •


    MY SISTER Margaret was the governess for the actor Don Ameche’s two adopted daughters, Bonnie and Connie. They were my age, so Margaret often took me to spend weekends with them at the Ameche’s posh Manhattan apartment in the Croyden Hotel. This was yet another fantasy world for me, the world of luxury living. We girls were like three little Eloises running around that hotel. We could sign for ice cream in the coffee shop, order club sandwiches from room service, hang out on the couches in the lobby playing grown-up, have the doormen get us taxis (when Margaret was with us), and let the bellhops carry our bags.


    Mr. and Mrs. Ameche were so sophisticated and glamorous compared to every other adult I’d ever known. Often in the evenings they’d get all dressed up in formal clothes to go out on the town. Before that, I had only ever seen people dressed in formal clothes for weddings or proms. I knew Mr. Ameche was a big movie star, but at home he was just a regular dad. Of course, he was exceptionally handsome, well groomed, and well spoken, but he was also very easy going, down to earth, and kind. It was because of Don Ameche, I think, that I came to realize that not all men were as crude and coarse as my father—and also because of him that I learned to feel comfortable around the biggest of stars.


    The Ameches treated me like one of the family. On Saturdays Bonnie (who always wore blue), Connie (who always wore pink), and I (who mostly wore yellow or green when with them) had our usual routine. First, Margaret would take us to FAO Schwartz and let us play with the life-size toys. Then she’d take us to Toots Shor’s for lunch, where she would put it on the Ameches’ tab. Little did I realize that the nice people stopping by our table, saying things like “Give my best to Don and Honora,” may have included the likes of Frank Sinatra, Jackie Gleason, Joe DiMaggio, Judy Garland, Ernest Hemmingway, Orson Wells, and Marilyn Monroe, all of whom hung out there and were friends of the Ameches. I was too engrossed in the shrimp cocktails and the maraschino cherries in the Shirley Temples to take that much notice. And then, to end the day, we’d always go for a hansom cab ride through Central Park.


    Because of my bed-wetting, I was often embarrassed when I slept over at the Ameches’. But, bless their hearts, they were as kind as the Donahues and the Kents had always been. They simply got out the rubber sheets, brushed off my “little accidents” as insignificant, and always invited me back. It was because of my relationship with the Ameches that I began to realize how lucky I was, instead of how misplaced, disconnected, and alien I felt as a member of the Dorritie family. God, if the Ameches ever saw us at home having dinner, passing one dishtowel around for us all to wipe our mouths on instead of using individual napkins, then using that very same towel to dry the dishes—ugh! Even at an early age I wondered: was I really meant to be so shanty Irish? Could there have been a mix-up at the maternity ward?


    •


    MY MOTHER was a telephone operator at the Hotel Fourteen in Manhattan. And she mostly worked the late shift, which meant she was rarely at home in the evenings. My father hung out down the block, in the back room of Gus Arnold’s delicatessen and on the street corner outside of it. So he wasn’t around that much either. The neighbors had him pegged as a nosy windbag because he loved being in on all of the dirt that was dished around Gus’s. My sister Mary did most of the cooking and housekeeping, even when she was as young as eleven or twelve.


    We kids fought like cats and dogs and were constantly calling my mother at work. So, to keep us in check, she devised a little game she called Listening In. She’d tell us that if we were absolutely quiet and put our hands over the mouthpiece, she would let us “listen in” on the hotel guests’ telephone calls. Though the conversations we heard were never really that interesting, there was something so secretive and exciting about it. It was better than doing homework or even watching TV in those days. And there’d be some peace and quiet around the house for a while. The best thing about it, though, was feeling the connection with my mother, even if it was only over the phone.


    My mom’s shift ended at 11:00 P.M. during the week, and my father used to drive into the city to pick her up from work. (We called Manhattan “the city,” even though Queens is technically the city too.) Some nights he’d let me stay up late and—wearing my pajamas underneath my coat—ride in with him. It was the biggest thrill of my life at the time because of two things: getting to listen to late-night radio, when the raunchiest songs were played—like “Rollin’ Stone” by Muddy Waters, “Sixty Minute Man” by Billy Ward and His Dominoes, “Rocket 88” by Jackie Brenston, and “Dust My Broom” by Elmore James—and getting to visit the most magical, musical, theatrical, glitzy, glamorous place I could ever have imagined, the Copacabana, which just happened to be located in the basement of the Hotel Fourteen.


    On the weekends my mother’s shift ended early, and that’s when, standing with my dad by the Copa’s kitchen doors, I’d get to see performances by the biggest stars in the world—Martin and Lewis, Jimmy Durante, Tony Bennett, Carmen Miranda, Eartha Kitt, Billy Eckstine, Danny Thomas, and more. But it wasn’t just the shows that were so enthralling; it was the whole atmosphere of the Copa. There were plush booths and palm trees and ladies in strapless gowns, their mink stoles draped over the backs of chairs. The room sparkled with cocktail glasses, diamond bracelets, and Brylcreemed hair, and reeked of scotch, cognac, French and Chinese food, and fine perfumes. Cigarette smoke filled the air, and when the lights went down, the joyous buzz from everyone talking and laughing would give way to whistles, warm-hearted cheers, and wild applause.


    The Copa had its own entrance at 10 East 60th Street, but the stars who, as a rule, stayed at the Hotel Fourteen at 14 East 60th Street (and even, like Jimmy Durante always did, gave my mother hundred-dollar tips) could take the elevators right down into the Copa’s kitchen, and get to the show room and the dressing rooms from there. And so could we, thanks to my mom’s relationship with the management and her fellow employees, especially with Jimmy the bellhop who usually escorted us down to the shows. Jimmy wore electric blue eye shadow and my father said he “flew,” which in those days meant he was a fairy. But I really loved Jimmy and so did my mom. And my dad did too, in his own somewhat homophobic way. And the stars especially loved Jimmy, because he would do anything for them and always made them laugh with his flamboyant mannerisms and his practical jokes.


    One Saturday night Jimmy had a special little treat planned for me. So I took the elevator with him to a room on one of the Fourteen’s higher floors. He opened the door with his passkey, let me in, and told me to sit at the foot of the bed and wait for my surprise. And then he left me there all alone in the room. I must’ve sat there like that for a good fifteen or twenty minutes before I finally heard the elevator opening down the hallway and the key in the door. And in walked the most handsome man I had ever seen in my life, even more handsome than Don Ameche, or maybe just another whole kind of handsome. This was surely the first time that I was ever truly aware of the sexual chemistry that exists between a man and a woman, though I didn’t know the name for it then. You see, this wasn’t just any six-foot-something gorgeous specimen of a man before me; it was none other than Dean Martin, one of my biggest idols! I had prayed that I would meet him one day, and there I was, little Kathleen Anne Dorritie from Queens, hanging out with him in his hotel room.


    Up close and in person, Dean Martin seemed taller than the tallest man I knew and his hair was blacker and shinier than any I’d ever seen. His shirt looked blindingly white against his deeply suntanned skin. And his brown wool slacks and brown tweed sportcoat were perfectly coordinated and showed off his broad shoulders and slim body so well. “Oh hi, and who are you?” he greeted me, not seeming at all shocked or flustered by the trick that was obviously being played on him—though I could sense an edge of laughter behind his kind brown eyes. I told him I was Mary the telephone operator’s daughter and we talked for a while about God knows what. I wanted so badly to be older, so he would fall in love with me right then and there. Every minute felt like heaven. Then Jimmy came to get me so Dean could change for his show. Of course, I never let on to Dino that I had often listened in on his telephone calls. I knew my mother would lose her job if anyone ever found out about that.


    All I could think of back then was the Copacabana—that and the Latin Quarter, where my mom also arranged for me to get a glimpse of the shows. I forget if it was the Copa Girls or the Latin Quarter Girls who had their hair dyed pale pink, baby blue, lavender, and mint green (at the twenty-four-hour Larry Mathews salon) to match their showgirl costumes, but that image really struck me as the height of showbiz chic—a look I hoped to emulate one day. On New Year’s Eve I would always wait up for my mom to come home with the incredible Copa party hats, which were so imaginative and lavish, it was hard to believe they were made to last for just one night. I kept mine for years and dressed up in them often when I wanted to dream my big show business dreams.


    Of course, the Hotel Fourteen itself was just as entertaining and seductive as the Copacabana—totally Damon Runyon—what with the people who lived there and the things that my mom said went on. There was Jules Potnick, a friendly gangster type, who “ran a hot fur and diamond ring” and from whom my mom got a full-length sable coat for two-hundred-and-fifty dollars; Miss Chadwick, a size-twelve “model,” whose bookings were always at night and for whose child my sisters often babysat; Pierre Matisse, “a strange little pack rat,” who was actually a major art dealer and the son of Henri Matisse, his suite stacked with paintings by some of the greatest modern artists of the day; and Lady Mountbatten, “a royal with a past.”


    They were each so intriguing, mysterious, and unique. I was insatiably attracted to them all—the musicians, the Copa Girls, the hookers, gangsters, cardsharps, artists, lords and ladies, and, naturally, the stars. I couldn’t wait to be an adult—to sip cocktails, smoke cigarettes, wear eye makeup—and to truly be a part of this wondrous world of madcap Manhattan nightlife. And there it was waiting for me, just across the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge, so close and yet so far—the Emerald City, the Land of Oz. I could see its lights from our Skillman Avenue fire escape, where I hung out on hot summer nights. And one day I would grow up and make it my own. But unlike Dorothy, I knew that once I got there, I would never go back to Queens—which was such a world apart from Manhattan in those days, it might just as well have been Kansas.
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    Rock and Roll


    I WAS EIGHT when I began classes at Betty Watson’s Dancing School in Queens. I took tap and ballet and eventually worked my way up to toe. I was hooked on the show business rush there from the moment I climbed the rickety old staircase and entered the studio—the thick, humid air . . . the rosin on the floor . . . the frail old maestro at the upright piano . . . the mirrors and the ballet barre. This was a fantasy world even more important to me than the Copacabana, because now I’d no longer just be watching the shows, I’d be in them—well, in Miss Betty’s annual dance recitals at the Bryant High School auditorium in nearby Astoria, Queens, anyway.


    My sister Mary used to take me to Miss Betty’s twice a week. By the time she was thirteen, Mary had really assumed the Cinderella role around our house—cooking, cleaning, shopping, and babysitting me. She also made my costumes for the recitals, because my mother said we couldn’t afford the six dollars each that Miss Betty’s seamstress charged. The workload must have been hard on Mary, a quiet, slightly chubby teenage girl with little or no social life. But there was no way I was gonna give up my lessons. I loved them. And either the dancing itself or knowing how bare my body would be in the costumes kept me from indulging too heavily in my OCD. Of course I couldn’t tell Mary or anyone else about that. It was my deepest, darkest secret, and I carefully hid the sores or made excuses for them.


    I hated it when my parents would ask me to dance for friends and family at home. I was so shy when it came to doing it in front of a handful of people; I used to lock myself in the bathroom and cry. Sometimes I’d tap dance on the tile floor so they could hear me but couldn’t see me. On stage, however, in front of hundreds of people—done up in a fuchsia tutu and tights, wearing makeup and feeling the warmth of the lights—I was a natural-born little performer with no inhibitions at all. So I told everyone that if they wanted to see me dance, they would have to buy a ticket to Miss Betty’s recital. Of course, I was aware that a big turnout of my fans in the audience would assure me lots of applause, whether I danced fabulously or not. And I figured they’d be more likely to come if I didn’t give it to ’em for free at home.


    •


    MY MOTHER was in the hospital a lot. Within the space of a few years, she’d had a bout of pneumonia, a gall bladder operation, a hysterectomy, a couple of discs removed from her spine, and a stroke. Our family doctor, whom we’d gotten through my dad’s boss, was a kind of upper-class one on Manhattan’s east side and, I’m pretty sure, an alcoholic. He used to put his patients in Madison Avenue Hospital, a private chichi place right near the Carlyle hotel. The hospital didn’t allow young children in for visiting hours, so when my mother was there, I would have to stand across the street, on the other side of Madison Avenue, and wait for her to come to the window and wave to me. Sometimes it was in the dead of winter and with all of the concrete, granite, and glass around there, it just seemed like the coldest place on earth.


    Even though I felt like I didn’t really belong in the Dorritie family, in those moments I longed to be up there, standing by my mom’s bedside, holding her hand, especially when I saw her at the window with tubes coming our of her nose and looking so bad. My mother had a great attitude, always saying things like “everything happens for the best” and “shit them” (her version of “fuck ’em”). She was also a lot smarter and kinder than my father—I always wondered why she married him—and I was really afraid that she was gonna die. Oh God, and then where would we be, without her to balance out the craziness? I don’t know if that was love I felt there or only fear. But I do know that on those days I was desperately sad.


    •


    I WAS ten in 1953 when I bought my first record from Sam’s Candy Store (the same place where Joannie and I got the Valentines)—“Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley and His Comets. I played it on our brand-new RCA 45-rpm turntable, which plugged into the back of the Stromberg-Carlson TV, along with the other current hits my brother Johnny had bought: “Cry” by Johnnie Ray, “Night Train” by Jimmy Forrest, “Earth Angel” by the Penguins, “Pledging My Love” by Johnny Ace, “Shake, Rattle, and Roll” by Big Joe Turner, and “Cool Water” by an artist I’ve forgotten but which was pressed on the most beautiful shade of green vinyl.


    Johnny was in college at the time. My parents believed that only boys should go to college; it wasn’t worth wasting the money on girls, who would only turn out to be secretaries or housewives anyway. There was a ten-year difference in age between Johnny and me, too much for us to ever be close. He was always pretty conservative and straight anyway, so it was probably just as well he didn’t know that much about what I was getting up to. ’Cause by the time I was eleven, I’d tried smoking cigarettes and had let a boy stick his fingers up my pussy. I knew right away that cigarettes were not for me, but the fingers up the pussy stuff, I decided, had possibilities.


    •


    MY SUMMERS at Sanita Hills were over. The Department of Sanitation couldn’t get enough tax dollars from the city to afford its upkeep, so they gave it away to the Boy Scouts. But, lucky for me, my dad and Mr. Kent had already built us a summerhouse right across the street from the Donahues’ in Lake Carmel, about ten miles from Sanita. And my parents had that same uncharacteristic, easygoing attitude about letting me roam free there as they did in Sanita. Margaret was in Shawnee with the Ameches in the summertime, and Mary and Johnny often stayed in the city. So I spent lots of time alone in Lake Carmel—picking blackberries in the woods, skipping across rocks in a crystal-clear stream, taking all-day walks around the lake and leisurely swims across it, drinking icy cold water from a natural spring, and riding my beautiful, powder-blue Ross bicycle to the frozen custard stand. “Living in her own little fantasy world,” my parents would say, but it was my freedom in the real world I was actually celebrating there, in my own little loner-weirdo way.


    •


    DURING THE school year at St. Mary Help of Christians, I really got into the stories of the saints—especially St. Lucy with her eyeballs on a plate (my patron saint, because I’d had an eye operation at seven) and St. Sebastian, tied to a tree, half-naked, bloody, and shot up with arrows. And the mandatory daily mass (in Latin in those days), with its candles, incense, chanting, and holy communion, always held such mystery for me. It was really just a necessary evil, though, this thing with Catholicism and me. It was shoved down my throat so heavily at home and at St. Mary’s that I figured I might as well enjoy and appreciate whatever I could about it. Besides, it was the first live dramatic theater I knew, and the music was often stirring, especially the bass vibrations from the big church organ.


    I had, of course, already found God through my love of nature and showbiz. And I was getting more and more addicted to what I knew to be my true religion, rock and roll—which, thanks to the DJ Alan Freed, was beginning to explode all over the airwaves. It was in 1954 that Freed, who originally called himself Moondog, brought his rhythm and blues radio show from WJW in Cleveland to WINS in New York and gave the music I’d been digging for so long that new name, the name that would finally stick: rock and roll. In 1955, I got a turquoise-and-black Motorola portable radio for my twelfth birthday. It was at least twenty times bigger and heavier than an iPod, but it was state of the art and I carried it with me wherever I went. I was obsessed with being constantly in touch with the music, knowing instinctively somehow that—much like the fingers in the pussy—rock and roll would figure heavily in my future . . . maybe because both things seemed to touch me in the very same place.


    •


    EDDIE ROCK (his real name) was the boy next door (literally) and my very first crush. His mom, Mary Rock, was my mother’s best friend. She was also the neighborhood drunk, often found passed out in the gutter, stinking of urine and wine. But that was only when she’d go on a bender. Otherwise, she was very together. Eddie’s legs had been badly burned in a fire when he was a baby and the neighborhood kids made fun of us both, Eddie for his scars and his mother, me for my eyeglasses and my dad. My mom always took care of Eddie when Mrs. Rock was incapacitated, and I often hung out at the Rocks’ when she was sober. She was the nicest, smartest woman I knew, an avid reader and baker of the best Irish soda bread I ever tasted, cooked in a black iron frying pan in her long out-of-fashion coal oven.


    Eddie had been my friend and playmate from birth. But by the time we were teenagers and could have been sweethearts, Eddie said he didn’t really like me in that way. And I never even got as far as making out with him. The Teen Queens released “Eddie My Love” around that time, so I naturally clung to it as “my song.” Years later, when I heard that Eddie had been killed in Vietnam, the song, of course, came to mind. It’ll always remind me of Eddie. I only wish it contained within it the memory of Eddie’s kisses.


    •


    I WAS around twelve when the Ameche girls, being highly valued customers at B. Altman and Company (a department store too pricey for the Dorritie budget), managed to get me invited to the Saturday morning fashion shows at the store’s Charleston Garden. For me, it was like being invited to the White House or the Academy Awards. I’d wear my most expensive-looking outfit, take the subway to 34th Street, and meet Bonnie and Connie at the store. The shows were free of charge. They served breakfast (including the first croissants I’d ever tasted) and they had girls our age modeling the clothes. Of course, I would never be able to own any of them. My clothes came mostly from bargain stores on 14th Street like S. Klein on the Square. But that didn’t matter. I felt so privileged and so chic just being there, and nobody, except Bonnie and Connie, knew that I was only acting the part of a rich girl.


    They once had a three-Saturday charm school there that I attended as well, where they taught things like how to tweeze your eyebrows, shave your legs, practice good posture, hold your teacup, and use your knife and fork. And at the end of it you got a B. Altman’s Charm School diploma. Man, I just ate that stuff up—along with all the croissants my little tummy could hold.


    •


    WHEN ELVIS Presley released “Hound Dog” in 1956, it was as if the whole world really did get all shook up. Elvis was the first white man to truly convey the soul and sexuality of rock and roll. If a black man had flaunted those suggestive hip gyrations and bedroom eyes back then, it would have been too much for most of the American public to take. Black men, even in showbiz, were still thought of as dangerous, especially for young white teenage girls. But Elvis, with his clean-cut rockabilly style, his obvious good manners, and his mama’s boy reputation, was so appealing a package that even my parents—thank God—realized the futility of putting up any kind of resistance. I adored him, had kerchiefs, wallets, and pillowcases depicting his likeness, and bought every record he made. My mother’s stories about the jazz babies and Harlem nights of the 1920s and ’30s had always sounded so unbelievably wild and freewheeling to me, especially compared to the ultraconservative mind-set of the 1950s. But with the emergence of Elvis, I knew an even wilder era was at hand.


    •


    I WAS fourteen when my sister Mary got pregnant. She was nineteen and single. All hell broke loose in our house over that, my father screaming he would “kill the guinea bastard” who had knocked her up, while brandishing a butcher’s knife to make his point. Mary and her boyfriend had a quickie civil ceremony and moved into an apartment of their own—more major drama, since they’d gotten married “outside the church.” My brother Johnny, who was twenty-four, recently discharged from the army, and close with Mary, came to her defense and moved out then as well. You would’ve thought a murder had been committed the way my parents carried on. They were never going to speak to any of them again, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph” were being constantly implored, and a parish priest was even brought into the fray to mediate.


    Margaret was still living at home, and my parents were driving her almost as crazy as they’d driven poor Lady. She was working as a secretary for the YMCA, the Ameche girls having outgrown their need for a nanny. She gave all of her salary to my parents, as they demanded, and at twenty-five was still a virgin. They knew that without money, she couldn’t afford to do anything but stay put. And their rule—though broken by Mary and Johnny—was that you lived at home until you got married.


    Of course, much of the excessive drama around our house at that time was due to the fact that we were all on Preludin Endurettes, a brand-new diet pill that Johnny was bringing home by the hundreds, thanks to his job as a drug rep for Sandoz Pharmaceuticals. They were the new “miracle pills,” and everyone in our family took them because everyone was overweight, except for me. But I took ’em anyway, because they gave me so much energy and they were free. We didn’t think of them as speed back then, but in reality we were all speeding our brains out.


    Being the baby of the family, watching all of this go down, I was determined that, when the time came, I would stand up to my parents—especially my blowhard, dictatorial father—and get out from under their tight, oppressive reins. Johnny soon got married, Mary had the baby, and eventually all was forgiven. Margaret lost fifty pounds, got down to a size twelve, and married the first poor Irish schlump who came along. I immersed myself in fantasies of romance with Tab Hunter, Ricky Nelson, Elvis Presley, and James Dean.


    •


    I HAD my heart set on going to Immaculata High School in Manhattan, and I’d aced their entrance exam and gotten accepted. But Immaculata was coed, which my parents thought would lead me into sin. So they made me go to all-girls All Saints Commercial High School, where my sister Margaret had gone—and where I got to see girls making out with each other for the first time in my life. All Saints (or “All Sluts,” as the Bishop Loughlin boys on the GG local used to call it) was in Williamsburg—at that time the hellhole of Brooklyn—and was situated between a Pfizer chemical plant, vacant lots, and burned-out buildings. And the rats I saw there daily made my blood run cold.


    Getting to know a very ethnically diverse group of girls, playing trumpet in the St. Patrick’s Day parades, and portraying one of the wives in The King and I were probably my favorite things about All Saints, though I also enjoyed learning the art of writing a business letter and taking a course in basic business law. If encouraged, I might well have pursued a law career. I just loved the way that words could be manipulated to mean so many things and could then be challenged for their meanings. And I quite enjoyed typing class too, the keyboard being somewhat like a musical instrument to me. Who knows, had I gone to Immaculata I might have met a nice young Catholic boy, gotten married early, and had a bunch of kids. Instead, my parents set me up for the life I wound up living, and I guess I should be grateful to them for that.


    •


    AS A teenager, the Woodside boys didn’t go for me at all—maybe ’cause I had no tits when the other girls my age did or maybe ’cause they feared my know-it-all, buttinsky father from the corner. I was a cheerleader for the Woodside Chiefs football team, and I drummed up the idea for the first ever Pop Warner League cheerleading competition (though we didn’t win it). Dotsie Corrigan was the Chiefs’ blue-eyed, black-haired quarterback, and I was madly in love with him. But Dotsie was not in love with me. Once a week, however, at the after-game party in a nearby Sunnyside church basement, I got to dance at least one slow dance with Dotsie. I always prayed he’d ask me when they played “Tonite, Tonite” by the Mello-Kings, my favorite song at the time. And when it worked out that way, those three or four minutes of bliss were enough to keep me happy for the whole week that followed. “Tonite, Tonite” became synonymous with the live-for-the-moment attitude I knew I’d have to develop if I didn’t want to suffer the constant heartbreak that I realized love could bring.


    •


    MY AUNT Rita’s four sons were all practically lifers, in and out of prison from the time they were kids. As teenagers, they were taught by their mom how to roll drunks outside of bars under the guise of selling flowers. Then each of them, besides procuring the hot appliances and phony driver’s licenses, birth, and baptismal certificates that Aunt Rita sold, went on to develop further skills and scams of their own. Charlie, Aunt Rita’s second oldest son, needed a sponsor to get paroled from a long stretch on a manslaughter charge. So my parents decided they would volunteer for it and take him in to live with us. (What were they thinking?)


    I was around fifteen, and since my brother and sisters were no longer living at home, my parents—after a brief, disastrous attempt to live in Yonkers—had taken a two-bedroom, nonrailroad apartment for us right across the street from where we used to live on Skillman Avenue. So there I was, a schoolgirl, with my career-con cousin of maybe thirty-five sleeping in our living room. I got nervous when Charlie and I were there alone, but I kind of liked it. It felt sexy. And he was into the same kind of music I was into, which I thought was pretty cool.


    My sexuality was beginning to emerge at that time, and maybe not in the healthiest of ways. Using my lunch money and a girlfriend’s address, I ordered a black satin push-up bra—not that I had any tits to fill it out yet—and matching bikini panties from the Fredericks of Hollywood catalog. After school, I would lock my bedroom door (thrilled to finally have one), put on the bra, clip six or eight metal hair clips onto the outer lips of my labia, pull the panties on over them, and sit there in bed like that doing my homework, usually with the radio on. Of course, the hair clips painfully pinched and poked my pussy, but in my secret, sick little way, I somehow got off on that.


    On nights when my parents and Charlie were all at home, I would sit at the kitchen table with them for dinner wearing my jeans and a big sweater over the clips and undies. Sometimes I would stay like that for hours, watching TV, inwardly gloating over the S&M I was practicing right under their noses, and getting off on my ability to not show any pain. I haven’t a clue where I got the idea for it. Like my OCD, it was just another form of torture that, for whatever reason, I was fond of inflicting on myself. From the intense looks he had begun to shoot my way, I was starting to worry that maybe Charlie had caught on to what I was doing. Then, one day when I came home from school, Charlie was gone—moved out, never to be seen or heard from again. My parents would only say that he had gone upstate, but I think it was more likely that cousin Charlie had once again been sent up the river.


    •


    IN THE late nineteen fifties, WWRL played the hottest black music on the dial, and the station was located, strangely enough, just a few blocks from home, in the middle of Woodside, a neighborhood that had absolutely no black people living in it at all. I used to sneak down there (my parents had forbidden it, of course) and stand outside with my Motorola, waiting for the DJs to go in and out. I just wanted to see what they were like, make contact, and request a song or two by some of my favorite groups of the day, like the Charts, the Elegants, the Flamingos, the Falcons, and the Drifters. I had this insatiable need to feel connected with anyone who had anything to do with the music. And I never got caught by my parents or any of the neighborhood snoops, because St. Sebastian’s Church (a converted movie theater) was right down the street from the station, and I used to tell my mother I was going there to light candles or go to confession.


    It was also around the end of the fifties, during the Christmas and Easter breaks, when I started sneaking off to the Alan Freed and Murray the K (New York’s other big rock and roll DJ) shows at the Brooklyn Fox and Brooklyn Paramount Theatres. The music, the glitzy outfits, the dance steps, the acts like Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, Buddy Holly and the Crickets, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, and Jerry Lee Lewis, as well as the DJs and the thousands of excited young fans like me all gave me the feeling that I was becoming part of a movement, finding my crowd, my passion. I had gone to my first Broadway musical, Bells Are Ringing starring Judy Holliday, a couple of years earlier, and though I enjoyed it immensely, it didn’t give me anything like the incredible rush and sense of belonging that I got at those rock and roll shows.


    •


    AROUND THE end of the fifties and beginning of the sixties, girl groups were starting to enter the mostly male-dominated rock and roll world in a big way. And some of them began appearing at, of all places, the Lakeview Inn in Lake Carmel. Groups like the Chantels, the Chiffons, and the Crystals, in their satin sheaths and bouffant wigs, were performing right there in the banquet room of our local pizzeria/restaurant/tavern, and making me dream again. A few years earlier, I had organized a girl group of my own with Joannie (the reluctant ballerina) and my other neighborhood friends Doodoo Devers (who looked like Elizabeth Taylor) and Irene Sayles (whose mom was the recipient of the gossip Valentine). For weeks on end, up on the roof, we diligently practiced an a cappella version of the Four Lovers’ “You’re the Apple of My Eye.” And I even got us an invitation to audition for Ted Mack’s Original Amateur Hour TV show. But when the time came, our parents all got together and forbade us to go. I’d let my dream of being a singer die for a while after that, but having these girl groups so close at hand certainly rekindled the flame.


    I knew I was never gonna sound like Maxine Brown did on “All in My Mind,” my favorite song at the time, but I figured my voice could be doctored up like so many of them were. I had already learned about double tracking, echo, and reverb from the DJs, and also about the fact that the real money in the music biz was in the writing. I loved writing poetry, so I figured at least maybe I could be a lyricist one day. I spent most of my All Saints typing classes churning out little verses and choruses. But whenever I showed them to my mother or anyone else to elicit support, I pretty much always got the same response, “Never mind the poetry; just make sure you learn how to type.”


    •


    I USED to take the bus over to Palisades Amusement Park in New Jersey when I was maybe fifteen or sixteen. One of my favorite TV shows, a kind of local version of American Bandstand , was The Clay Cole Show . It originated from Palisades Park in the summer months and they had just begun the Miss Teenage America Pageant there, with Clay Cole as the host. I entered my picture and received an invitation to compete. I was so nervous on my way to the contest that I fell and scraped my knee and had to go on stage with a big bloody bandage peeking out from beneath my mint green summer dress. I was chosen as a semifinalist, which was a rush beyond belief. And I immediately started envisioning all kinds of doors opening for me.


    A few weeks later, I went back for the finals and got to dance with Clay Cole on TV. But when I wasn’t chosen as a finalist, my heart sank and I decided to give up on the idea of beauty contests forever. I figured maybe I really wasn’t pretty enough and that they had, perhaps, only chosen me the first time because they felt sorry for the girl with the bandage. Oh well. I was still so young, and I was confident that I’d get into showbiz some day. It was the dawn of a new decade, and I was open to whatever was about to come along.
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