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“I’d like to thank everyone who helped make this award possible.

The rest of you will be in the book.”

—RUE MCCLANAHAN, EMMY AWARDS, 1987



This book is about my life and experiences as I lived them, and anyone who doesn’t like it can jolly well lump it. Others may have a different perception of events. I respect their right to render totally biased and self-serving commentary about their own lives, but only if sifted through long years and a few bourbons, dipped in forgiveness and wisdom, and salted with a sense of humor—because that’s what I’ve done. But a word of caution: Writing a book is one hell of a lot of work. Let me assure you, I couldn’t have done it without the love and support of the following people:

My erudite and sweet-smelling sixth husband, Morrow Wilson, whose advice always stopped short of interference; my beloved inimitable son, Mark Bish, and indefatigable sister, Dr. Melinda McClanahan, both of whom patiently endured uncounted phone calls to help with names and dates (and in my sister’s case, repeated warnings: “Don’t you say anything bad about him!”), as did my staunch and dear friends Andrew Greenhut, who had memories I’d forgotten, and Marty Jacobs, Curator of the Theatre Collections of the Museum of the City of New York; my friend and assistant, Kathy Salomone, who not only helped type the manuscript, but without whom I’d still be trapped in Computer Dysfunction Hell; my pal, Ed Kaczmarek, who took phone calls at his home and office in Chicago to get me out of the Computer Dysfunction Hells that even Kathy couldn’t solve; my literary agent, Wendy Sherman, who shepherded me to Broadway Books; my editor at Broadway Books, Ann Campbell, who gently, firmly advised a better format while planning her wedding and never got the two confused; my memoir guru, Joni Rodgers, who, along with Ann, devised that better format, working hand-in-hand with me with unfailing enthusiasm; the design and production team at Broadway; all my friends who have been saying excitedly to me for over two years, “Oh, I can’t wait to read it!” And finally, Saint Dymphna, patroness of insanity.

In a few instances, I’ve chosen, in spite of temptation, to refrain from using specific names and going into exquisite detail—not so much from fear of getting sued, although I might invite several lawsuits if I let it all hang out, but because, in spite of being a legal grown-up for some fifty-ummph years, like a good Southern girl, I respect my family elders, many of whom are still hale and hearty and possessed of clear eyesight. So some details have been altered, some events condensed, and some names changed to protect the innocent (me) and to discourage a few black-hearted scalawags.



Prologue

[image: image]

“If men can be categorized for their looks on a scale of 1 to 10, they can also be graded for their sexual prowess, A to F.”

—MARGARET THATCHER



I’m told the Esquimaux have a charming take on lovemaking. They call it “laughing together.” Working from that premise, we could refer to the Laughing Together Quotient, or the LTQ. You could have an LTQ from “snicker” to “guffaw” right up to “belly laugh.” But as I have yet to know an Esquimau under the walrus blankets, I’ll stick to the Lower 48, and using our more familiar reference, refer herein to certain gentlemen (and a couple of the other kind) in regard to their FQ—that is, of course, as you undoubtedly surmise, their Fun in Bed Quotient, or Fun Quotient, for short.

As every woman knows, it’s possible for a man to have an FQ of A+ and an IQ of Zip. Ah, yes, we know him well—he falls into the Smoldering Handyman or Stanley Kowalski Category. Certainly right up there at the top of my All-Time Hits List. But generally, high IQs bestow upon their owners equally high FQs, since FQ is greatly enhanced by imagination and wit. Two of the best lovers I’ve known were psychoanalysts, both brilliant.

Loony, but brilliant.

And FQs of A+. Rare as a day in May? Let me tell you…which I shall. This book is about men I have known, in both the platonic and biblical senses. Some I knew only slightly, some quite well. Some I’ll love always, some I no longer like very much, and there are a few I’d like to strip naked, tie to a maypole, smear with sweet syrup near a beehive, then stand back and watch. I’ll describe a goodly number of these hot dudes—and duds—keeping the nicest man for last, because—if for nothing else—I’d like to leave you, dear reader, with a good taste in your mouth, and Hubbies #3 and #4 might make you want to rush to gargle. There were times I truly wondered, Lord, will I EVER get it right? Thank God I thrive on variety.
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“Tomorrow’s assignment: Bring in five scenes depicting five reasons to get married.”

Barney Brown’s acting class, Perry-Mansfield Dance-Drama Camp, Steamboat Springs, Colorado. Summer of 1955. I was twenty-one, my partner a year younger.

“There’s only one reason to get married, and that’s being in love,” I told my scene partner. “I guess some people get married for money, but”—I frowned—“would you really get married for money if you weren’t in love?”

“I dunno.”

“Well, I wouldn’t. Should we put it down anyway?”

“I guess so.”

“Okay, we’ve got two reasons. What else?”

“Okay,” he said. “See, maybe someone was run over by a car or something, and to keep from going to jail, he marries the girl he ran over.”

“Hmm.” I considered that. “No, that’s not logical. Gosh, this is hard. Okay, look, let’s say you’re getting married, okay? So why are you marrying this girl?”

“Well,” he squirmed, “I never really thought about getting married for any reason.”

My Lord, he’s gay.

“Oh, brother,” I sighed. “We’re gonna flop.”

So we brought in two reasons: marrying for love and for money. But I simply couldn’t imagine getting married without being in love, and up to that moment, my experience of love was…well, lovely! Pen is the first boy I remember being enamored of. I was five. We played house, imagining we were a married couple. In my mind, this meant “romance.” In his mind, it meant “mud pies.” (A dynamic that persists between many married couples.) My first really big heartthrob was Benny Frank Butler, from ages eight to fourteen. In junior high, Al Ringer and Johnny Brooks gave me fits of unrequited passion. And I liked my high school beau so much, I married him thirty-five years later. In college, there was dear Bill Bennett, and heck, I was still a virgin! So who’s the first man I ever slept with? That’s what everyone wants to hear. Who was first? What was it like? Let’s make a game of it: “Erotic Mystery Maze! Follow the Hidden Clues to the Virgin Encounter! Three free spins to get it right!”

As I made my way in the world, my worldly ideas of love evolved. Over the next twenty-nine years I lived out five marriages that afforded me plenty of reasons why people get married, including a raft of reasons not to. In the pages that follow, you’ll find my musings on my various attempts at the venerable institution of marriage. Each time, I believed the wedding would be the first day of a lifelong union. My suspicion that I’d possibly made a horrible mistake came later. Sometimes as late as—hmm…the honeymoon!

I’m not very lucky with honeymoons, and some of them were even in lovely places. Or at least, decent. But all in all, I’d rather go to Hawaii with a girlfriend and, as I’m being balmed by the balmy breeze and mooned by the melon moon, sigh, Ah, if only I were here with a man in this romantic place!—instead of being out there in the moonlight with a man, thinking, Oh, no—another turd in the punch bowl. Getting past the honeymoon requires mature judgment in mate selection, as well as luck, proper planetary alignment, and most important, burying an Irish potato in the dark of a new moon. I kept getting distracted by good looks and sex appeal (and occasionally desperation) and forgetting to bury that damned potato.

Now, every once in a while, as I float through the living room of my cozy Manhattan apartment, I run into my husband sitting there with one leg akimbo.

“I think you’re marvelous,” I sigh.

He looks up from his book, and says, “Why?”

But I don’t have a list of reasons. There are too many. Or maybe I was right in the first place; there is only one reason. And it ain’t mud pies.

“You will do foolish things,” said the great writer Colette, “but do them with enthusiasm!” And that, my darlings, I have done!

So put your feet up, relax, and let me take you on one woman’s journey through the beguiling, bewildering wilderness of romantic encounters, replete with puppy love, Latin love, smoldering lust, star-dust, obsession, high comedy, high camp, and all manner of peccadilloes and misadventures. A rollicking, madcap ride through the wide-open countryside of love.

Just watch out for land mines.



CHAPTER ONE
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“How the hell did we end up here?”

—CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS


My mother, Rheua-Nell, was five feet and one half inch tall. She always included that one half inch. (Hey, if you got it, flaunt it.) Bright and talented in music and dance, she won a Charleston contest when she was sixteen. Had she been younger, I suspect, my grandfather, Pee-Paw, would’ve soundly whipped her with his razor strop. He raised his family in a strict Southern Baptist tradition; no dancing allowed. Shortly thereafter, still sixteen, she graduated valedictorian of her high school class and went off to Dallas to study cosmetology to become a beauty operator. Four years later, she was working in Mrs. Rose’s beauty parlor on Main Street in Healdton, Oklahoma, when she met my father, Bill, who had hurt his back in the construction trade and was managing a billiards parlor a few doors down.

Six weeks later, they married. Ten months after that—February 21, 1934—I was born. The doctor nicknamed me “Frosty” because I had a full head of white-blond hair, but when Mother saw me, she burst into tears. I’d been taken with forceps after she labored (at home, of course) for thirty-some hours, so my head was elongated and blue and apparently quite alarming to behold. I soon rounded out and pinked up to her satisfaction, however. Mother thought I was adorable and took photos like they were going out of style.
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My Choctaw great-grandfather, Running Hawk, and Big Maw-Maw, holding my grandmother, Maw-Maw. We used to say chi-hullo-li, which means “I love you” in Choctaw.
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My maternal grandparents, Ed and Allie Medaris, whom we called Pee-Paw and Maw-Maw.
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 Zebbin and Fannie McClanahan, my paternal grandparents. They say I have her Copeland eyes.



When she was pregnant, Mother had been approached by Aunt Wenonah Sue, my father’s sister, begging to let her name the baby. Mother acquiesced, but only if she could name Wenonah’s firstborn, to which Wenonah agreed. Frankly, I wouldn’t let anyone name my firstborn. But my mother was a sweet and compliant young lady of twenty, Wenonah’s junior by a couple of years, and somewhat under the thrall of this enthusiastic and insistent sister-in-law. My father’s name was William Edwin. So when, in the fullness of time, I was born, Wenonah brought forth her marvelous name: Eddi-Rue, a little composite of both my parents’ names.

Everyone just loved it. It was so cute! It had a hyphen.

“Eddi-Rue,” my aunt Nonie has been heard to say, “I think you have one of the prettiest names in the family.”

Then Wenonah Sue married a fine fellow named Earl and had a daughter whom Mother dubbed Earla Sue—no hyphen—who wisely dropped the “Earla” when she was fourteen. Because of the “Eddi”—which people always misspelled “Eddie” like a boy—I was sent a man’s handkerchief as a high school graduation gift from Daube’s Department Store, along with the other male graduates. I also received a draft notice, inviting me to come down for a physical exam. I’ve always thought maybe I should’ve gone for that physical. Some childhood friends still call me “Eddi.” People who knew me as a baby call me “Frosty.” My friend Lette called me “Baby Roo,” my friend Jim Whittle called me “Rutabaga,” Betty White calls me “Roozie,” and my friend Kathy Salomone calls me “Rue-Rue.” The staff at Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center call me “Mrs. Wilson.” And my husband calls me “Darling.” I like them all. Each name brings forth its own era and memories.

When I was in my late twenties, I bought eight used dining room chairs for a dollar each (yes, a dollar!) and set about removing the old varnish. As I applied the varnish remover, a vivid visual memory flashed into my mind: I was almost eight months old, sidestepping along the front of the sofa, holding on for balance, looking up over my left shoulder at my mother and Aunt Irene standing in the doorway making vocal sounds.

“Iddle bongingferd da wondy,” said Mother.

“Bid gerpa twack kelzenbluck,” replied Aunt Irene.

“Ferndock bandy,” Mother replied. “Critzputh.” And they laughed.

I realized they were exchanging thoughts with those sounds. Oh, I thought, I’m brand new here. Soon, they’ll teach me to do that, too. What an exciting thought!

Smells are strong memory-triggers. Mother and Irene must have been using varnish remover that day in 1934, and the odor of it in 1963 popped out this early memory, crystal clear. My next memory is of Christmas when I was ten months old: a circle of uncles and other adults winding up a little red rocket that chased me from one side of their circle to the other, everyone laughing. But I was truly terrified, running frantically from the noisy thing and wondering why they thought it was so funny.

Mother gave me my first perm when I was eleven months old, under one of those old stand-up octopus-armed permanent wave machines. Mother was movie-struck, you see. She kept the beauty shop stocked with current movie magazines, was nuts about Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, and Shirley Temple, and wanted me to have a full head of bouncy sausage curls, just like Little Miss Broadway. And I never existed without a perm until I was well into my forties.

“Why do you keep a perm in your hair?” my beautician asked me one day.

“Can you exist without one?” I responded, utterly amazed.

This revolutionary concept had never occurred to me. Wouldn’t my hair just flail about wildly? Like Albert Einstein’s? I gave it a try, and from that day to this, I’ve lived quite happily without a perm. And learned that I have a natural wave to boot.

Aunt Irene, my mother’s seventeen-year-old sister, moved in to take care of me while Mother worked in the beauty parlor, but I wanted to be downstairs in the shop. It was lonely upstairs, and boring, and Irene was hot-tempered and brusque, while Mother was jolly fun. It’s hard to remember her without a smile. I was allowed to play in the shop from time to time, as long as I sat under the counters and didn’t ask too many questions. It was fun under the counters. Legs coming and going, chatter, things happening. To help keep me quiet, I was allowed to nurse my bottle until I was over three. It was bolstered with Eagle brand, a thick, sweet canned milk, because I’d been born a bit scrawny and, on doctor’s orders, Mother was trying to fatten me up. She used to send me up the street to the five-and-ten store to buy my own rubber nipples. I remember standing at the cash register getting change.

Mother had also been taking me to the movies since I was a babe in arms, wearing PJs under my street clothes. One night as I sat in the row behind her, waiting for the picture to begin, I tapped on the back of her seat, saying, “Mama?”

She turned and said, “Eddi-Rue, you’re too old now to call me ‘Mama.’ From now on, call me ‘Mother.’”

Ooooh. I was so chagrined to be reprimanded in front of everyone, I wanted to crawl under my seat. I never called her Mama again. Mother and Bill expected me to behave like an adult, and I was dead set not to disappoint them. I never went through a rebellious period and was terribly stricken whenever I accidentally lost or broke something. They worked so hard for their money, and I knew this, though I don’t recall being at all aware of the Depression. Mother had plenty of customers, we went to the movies every time we turned around, I had a new doll every Christmas, a new birthday dress every year, plus a birthday party. However, I do remember pinto beans every night for supper; I never ate a supper without pinto beans until I went to college, where I was astonished to learn that you didn’t have to have them on the table. I’d assumed it was some sort of rule. On the rare nights Mother was too tired to cook a meal, we had corn bread crumbled in a glass of sweet milk, which I considered a big treat.

But it was probably because of the Depression that my father had to go off to the oil fields to get construction work. He was called “Bill” by everyone, including me. (Just in case an old girlfriend showed up, he joked.) He left before I woke in the morning, came home long after I was asleep, and didn’t toss me around like my uncles did. He wasn’t a hugger. His mother, Fanny, was the only daughter in a family of four boys, forbidden to have a doll (her father even burned a corncob dolly her mother made her, the old buzzard) or to show physical affection. She, in turn, didn’t hug her four children. Still, she made me an adorable new outfit for every birthday and taught me to sew on her big treadle sewing machine. She was a loving, kind person—just not one for hugging. So my father never learned how, I guess.

One day when I was five, he came home from work earlier than usual. I was standing on the front porch as dusk settled over our neighborhood, and as Bill walked toward me, my arms and body ached so deeply for him to stop and hug me hello that my skin hurt. But he only said a weary, “Hello, Frosty,” and I said, “Hi, Bill,” as he trudged past me, leaving me feeling empty and alone. (Later, when I was in the ninth grade, I watched my friend Carol Ann Bristow hugging everybody and decided to learn to do it. It took courage the first few times, but I made it a habit. And it felt good! I’m a staunch advocate of hugging to this day.)

Aunt Wenonah always told me my father was a brilliant man.

“But strange,” she always added. “Not like the rest of us kids.”

Yep. That he was. A dry and hilarious storyteller, Bill wrote a dark play during his senior year in high school, exposing some ugly truths about the people in Healdton. The principal made him burn it after one performance. Bill was funny, poetic, and moody, while Mother was funny, musical, and feisty. Bill, six feet tall, had thick, slightly wavy ash-blond hair and big blue eyes. Mother had green eyes and dark auburn hair and was quite petite (even with that all-important half inch). Both were good-looking and popular, with plenty of friends, but Bill wouldn’t sing if anyone was listening and couldn’t dance worth a hoot, unlike Mother the enthusiastic Charleston champion. She played piano in an overripe, barroom style without having had lesson one. All her family sang, and she started teaching me songs before I could speak.

“Who’s that comin’ down the street with that organ grinder’s beat? Da-dee-ah…” I sang for the ladies being primped and permed in the beauty parlor. “He’s the greatest rhythm king with that organ grinder swing! Da-dee-ah…”

Mother enrolled me in tap-dancing lessons at the Armory when I was four, but I hated it. The only child in a class of adults, I was lost in a forest of legs wearing clickety-clackety tap shoes and wanted nothing to do with it. A year earlier, my first appearance in front of an audience had been a fiasco. I was supposed to be the ring bearer at a fancy Lebanese wedding, a big family whose sons were Bill’s best friends. Decked out in an adorable dress, I sailed through the rehearsal in the empty church, but the next day, the music started, the church doors swung open, and—well, you remember the old nursery rhyme: Here is the church, here is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people! Nope. Not me, nohow. No matter how they cajoled.

But by kindergarten, I’d gotten over that and was cast as Mother Cat in “The Three Little Kittens.” We all knew our lines and were ready to perform. But those three little kittens giggled instead of saying their lines, ruining the illusion. I was disgusted. “We’re cats! We’re not little girls! Stop that giggling!” Oh, it was all too childish. Someday, I’ll do “The Three Little Kittens” again and do it right.

Even as a child, I was more than disenchanted with that sleepy Oklahoma town, which I assumed to be the whole world. No one spoke the same language as me, so to speak. One summer night, gazing down on Main Street from our apartment above the beauty parlor, I watched cars driving from one end of Main Street to the other (all of about a block and a half). They’d slowly cruise down the main drag, turn around, cruise back again. June bugs buzzed through the air, sticking to the grilles of the cars, crunching under the feet of people on their way to the movie theater. Monotony beyond bearing. I specifically remember realizing: I’ve been born into the wrong world! A terrible mistake has been made!

“I want to learn to read,” I kept begging Mother. My friend, Emma Jane Irving, a year older, started school and shared her penmanship exercises with me on the beauty parlor floor. I learned the alphabet and was delighted to discover how letters fell together to form words.

This is Jane. This is Dick. See Jane run. See Dick run.

Thrilling! Action and romance!

In 1939, Mother was expecting, and for months I waited with bated breath for the new arrival, fervently wanting a baby sister. One day, in mid-August, when Mother was almost due to deliver, I was doing acrobatics and broke my arm. Aunt Irene whisked me up and ran lickety-split down the street to the doctor, followed by a waddling, distraught Rheua-Nell. I was given ether and promptly died right there on the table. Doc Cantrill revived me, set the arm, and sent me home. Quite a trauma for poor Mother, nine months pregnant, but wonderfully dramatic from my perspective. Just like a movie, only I was the star!

I awoke a couple of weeks later to find she’d been taken during the night to the Ardmore hospital twenty-five miles away. The wall phone rang, and Aunt Irene answered with me at her feet. Finally, she looked down and said, “Well, Frosty, the baby’s here.”

“Oh, Irene!” I was bursting with hope. “Is it a boy or a girl?”

“A girl.”

Oh, joy! Trumpets blow! I had a baby sister, Melinda Lou! That night, Bill drove me to the hospital. I clambered onto Mother’s bed with my broken arm.

“Frosty! Get down! Don’t shake the bed!”

Oops. Big goof. Embarrassed, I climbed down. Mother smiled. The little bundle, face all squinched up and red, was a miracle to behold. I was bursting with happiness and didn’t want to leave, but Bill took me to a rooming house to spend the night. I had never spent a night away from Mother, never slept away from home, except at grandparents’ houses. And I had certainly never slept anywhere with just my dad! Bill turned off the light and rolled over to go to sleep. Feeling lonesome and scared, I said, “Bill? Can we talk for a while?”

“Frosty, this is not the time for talking, it’s the time for sleeping.”

Watching headlights sweep slowly across the faded wallpaper, I felt panicky, my chest tight with fear in that dreary, empty room.

In a few days, Mother and Melinda Lou came home and I was allowed to hold her, even with my arm in its sling. Melinda looked up blindly toward my face and scratched my forearm with her sharp little nails. I wondered if she liked me. I was certainly proud to pieces of her. But Melinda scratched a lot. She wasn’t a terribly affectionate baby and didn’t appreciate the tenderness I lavished on her.

“If Eddi-Rue had been the baby and Melinda had been born first,” Bill has been heard to say, “Melinda would have killed her.”

There was no jealousy or sibling rivalry. I simply and unabashedly adored her, and she was the best possible playmate. As we grew older, we became great pals and I never thought of her as “the baby.” She was extraordinarily bright and able to grasp pragmatic things (as one might expect from a future Ph.D. in radiation biology). She was vivacious, flirtatious, and self-assured, but she could be stubborn. When she was two, she dropped something or other on the bedroom floor and created an all-out battle of wills with short-tempered Aunt Irene.

“Melinda Lou, pick that up and put it in the wastebasket this minute!” ordered Irene.

“No!” Melinda flatly refused, determined to defy Aunt Irene.

“I’ll spank you!”

“No!”

Irene ended the standoff, seizing Melinda’s hand and forcing her to put whatever it was in the wastebasket. And then she spanked Melinda—pat! pat!—on the bottom. Oh, why wouldn’t one of them just pick it up? I fretted. Mother did not believe in physical punishment. She simply told us what was expected and, because we loved her so, we did it. About the harshest reprimand I remember receiving from Mother was for talking too much in the beauty parlor one day.

“Eddi-Rue,” she finally said in exasperation, “go sit on that chair and be quiet for five minutes.”

I obediently sat, eyes fixed on the clock, but I thought it was a minute between each number. After an eternity, the minute hand had traveled from twelve to five, and I said timidly to Mother, “It’s been five minutes. Can I talk now?”

“Why, Eddi-Rue!” Mother exclaimed. “Are you still here? You were so quiet, I forgot all about you.”

Not surprisingly, that was the day I learned to tell time.
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An ambitious man, Bill was determined to find the best work he could, building derricks in the oil fields and later constructing “corduroy” roads in Louisiana through swamps to the drilling sites. Corduroy roads are made of logs, like log cabins, cheap and quick to construct. He drove us out one day to see his work—bumpety bump bump! What fun!

My first day of school in Lafayette, Louisiana, I lowered my head on my desk and bawled, unspeakably terrified to have been dropped off by Mother in a strange place with a strange accent. The one thing I remember is learning the verse “To market, to market to buy a fat pig.” At home that afternoon, I asked, “Mother, what’s a mahkit?” The second half of the first grade we moved to Bishop, Texas, just after they’d had a flood, which was more fun, because I got to walk to school in knee-deep water. We put on a recital in which I was supposed to deliver a patriotic speech. I memorized it while hanging upside down on the closet clothes rod while Mother was doing housework. But on The Day, I saw all those people looking at me, launched forth, and went stone blank. Maybe I should have tried it upside down. My teacher gently prompted me from the front row and I continued, but oh, I was embarrassed.

A year later, Bill landed a general contracting job in Houston with Mr. Curtis B. Kelly. It must have been a real step up. “Kelly” recognized Bill as unusually talented and intelligent; we were often at his home, a house I found fascinatingly big and spacious—and spent the next fifty years trying to duplicate. I spent the first semester of second grade in Houston, then skipped to the first semester of the third grade, having been double-promoted, along with my two boyfriends, Pat and Charles, who walked me home from school every day. Pat was tall and pudgy with a sweet, open face. Mischievous Charles had bright red hair and a most wonderful talent: He could fall straight backward to the ground, stiff as a stick. A remarkably brave, if foolhardy, thing to do. I don’t know how he kept from killing himself, but it delighted me so, I guess the pain was worth it.

In Houston, I studied ballet for a year with Miss Emma Mae Horne. Oh, how I loved ballet class! For our recital, I was in a maypole dance with sixteen little girls weaving crepe paper streamers, all of us in striped dirndl skirts over gathered white net petticoats, flowers in our hair. I also danced a duet with another girl, a lyrical little tippy-toe piece of fluff done in short purple velvet tutus. Mother made my costumes, and I felt like a fairy princess. Nothing was more magical than dancing.

I won three contests that year in Houston. One was for the longest list of words made from the letters in “Constantinople”—on which Mother, Irene, and I labored for a week, and I felt secretly guilty for having had help. The Houston Chronicle held a contest for the best essay on The Jungle Book, and my prize was two tickets to the movie. For drawing the best Thanksgiving turkey—well, I tied with one of the boys. The winning boy and I were called up to Mrs. Butler’s desk to receive a special lollipop each, and I was given first choice. One was a huge, jolly clown face, the other a small green Christmas tree. I very much wanted the clown, but I figured the boy would think the Christmas tree girlish and obviously second best, so I reluctantly took the tree—but dammit, it pissed me off to be so noble.

After Pearl Harbor, Bill enlisted in the CBs (the Construction Battalion branch of the military). I never asked why. Perhaps patriotism, perhaps a better salary. Thirty-four with a wife and two children to support, he moved our family to Durant, Oklahoma, and went off to serve his country, gone for three years, till the war in the Pacific was over. Mother worked all day, came home after dark, and went out “with the girls” several nights a week. During this time, I developed a daily panic that came on at dusk and plagued me well into my thirties. Other people would say, “Oh, isn’t dusk a lovely time of day!” while my throat tightened and my chest ached. Many nights in high school, while my family was asleep, I got up and wandered around the house in the dark, touching furniture, trying to connect, going outside to traipse around the yard, looking at the moon, wondering why I felt so anxious and what on earth was wrong with me.

Getting double-promoted in Houston was wiped out the following September in Durant, which had just plain old third grade. It turned out to be a blessing, however, because we had the theatrical Cecil McKinney up front as our homeroom teacher, and sitting in the back was brown-eyed Benny Frank Butler, with whom I was smitten. Yvonne Mayberry and I were best friends right off the bat, inseparable until fifth grade, when her family moved to Pauls Valley, about eighty miles away. Other side of the moon. Yvonne and I wrote frequent letters, still thick as thieves, but she got married in the eleventh grade to a boy named Coy, and I never saw her again.

Mother sent us up the street to Mrs. Lemon’s house for piano lessons, starting when I was eight and Melinda only three. I did well, but Melinda had a real knack. She can still play the heck out of any piece of music. I continued taking ballet, Melinda took tap, and Mother taught us to sing barbershop harmony. Every car trip was filled with “Lay That Pistol Down” and “White Cliffs of Dover” and other wonderful songs. We sang all the way to Dallas to shop for hats, gloves, and Easter getups and all the way to visit Mother’s folks, strict “hard-shell” Southern Baptists. There was no swimming, cards, or checkers allowed on Sunday. Only Chinese checkers. Why? I don’t know. But we played a lot of Chinese checkers. Pee-Paw and Maw-Maw owned the local telephone exchange in tiny Achille, Oklahoma, so all the children took turns running to get whoever had a phone call. Only the town doctor and a few other folks had a phone at home. Everyone else came to Maw-Maw’s to take the call at the switchboard.

Our homeroom teacher in the fourth through sixth grades was Velma Moore, a stern-tempered redhead who lived in the duplex adjoining ours and kept a horse in her backyard. Many’s the happy hour I spent pulling up clover to feed him through the back fence. Both Miss McKinney, a sweet-tempered little brunette, and fiery-haired Mrs. Moore were wonderful teachers who loved putting on shows. Cecil composed her own lyrics and music and dances, and every December, Mrs. Moore performed an entire chapter from the children’s book A Birds’ Christmas Carol for us, playing all the roles herself, from memory. And she was good!

“Mrs. Bird opened her eyes and drew the baby closer. It looked like a rose dipped in milk, she thought, this pink and white blossom of girlhood, or like a pink cherub, with its halo of pale yellow hair, finer than floss silk.”

We were enrapt.

I played the fairy godmother in the Cinderella musical and Aunt Polly in Tom Sawyer (I can still sing my solo from that show, and am likely to, at the drop of a hat), using Mrs. Moore as my model for Aunt Polly: strict with a well-hidden heart of gold. A local radio station held a contest for kid singers, and I entered with “His Rockin’ Horse Ran Away,” one of those fast and furious Betty Hutton numbers with murderously tongue-twisting bim-bang lyrics. The only other contender was a pudgy young man who sang “Across the Alley from the Alamo.” Well, I made short work of him. Rode my rockin’ horse right up his alley, thank you very much, and won the contest hands down.


[image: image]

In February of 1945, my father got orders that he was shipping to the Pacific in May for parts undisclosed. Mother drove Melinda and me out to California to be with him for his last two months in the States. We left on my eleventh birthday in Mother’s old car with bad tires, having flats all along the way. Tires for civilian use were strictly rationed, so Mother had to find black-market dealers to replace our blown-out ones. Bill’s camp was in Oakland and we lived on the base, first in a trailer house (very exciting), then in a Quonset hut (even more exciting!). I was bussed off to Catholic School in Pleasanton, where I spent every recess hiding in abject terror from a gang of big, rowdy Filipino boys. I made no friends, since I was always hiding, but my teacher adored me, as I was the only well-behaved kid in her class. After Bill shipped out, we drove home. I’d put on a bit of prepubescent girth while I was gone, so three girls in my class taunted me unceasingly. “Roly-poly Eddi-Rue! How do you get home, roll down the hill?”

They wrote insulting sentences on the blackboard every morning before class. And Yvonne wasn’t there to be on my side. I dreaded going to school. But by the beginning of the sixth grade, I was trim again and had a new best friend—Glenna Anderson, the principal’s daughter. I turned twelve in February and, a few days later, got my period. Mother was getting ready to go out for the evening and hastily handed me a Kotex. “Here. Put this on.”

My friend Skipper Edelen was spending the night, he and Melinda and I sleeping on pallets on the floor, and the two of them banded together, kidding and razzing me. I thought their behavior was unforgivably crass. I suddenly felt much older, having crossed the threshold out of childhood.
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Halloween at Washington Irving Grade School in Durant was a spectacular event, with games, prizes, and cookies and candy for sale. A haunted house in the basement was reached by a slide down some narrow stairs. Mr. Bateman, the custodian, created it differently every year. All the events cost a dime ticket, except the spook house, which was fifteen cents and worth every penny. For the sixth-grade Halloween night, Mother made me a white satin hoop-skirted frock trimmed in black lace. I had just read Gone with the Wind and thought I was Scarlett O’Hara. Sashaying down the crowded hallway, I ran into Benny Frank Butler, on whom I’d harbored a secret crush since third grade.

I curtsied.

He bowed.

I almost fainted.

We ended each happy term in May with an all-school picnic at the city park, a huge, rambling acreage full of running space, trees, and a stream. Some people said the stream was the city sewage line, but it looked clear enough to us and just narrow enough to jump over in some places. (I only fell in once.) The picnic went on all day and we never got tired.

At the start of the seventh grade, my friend Don Knight was at my house one afternoon, and I revealed my long-held crush on Ben. Don jumped on his bike and bounded away, to return twenty minutes later with Ben in tow. Luckily, Ben was also smitten with me. Tall, with an understated, dry wit, Ben took me for rides on his horse, walking the stolid mare along with me sitting close behind him, my hands on his waist. Joy sublime? You better believe it.

One evening, Ben and I were sitting in Mother’s Chevy in the front yard and he said, “Eddi-Rue, remember I told you I’d kiss you when you least expected it?”

“Yes.”

“Well, do you expect it now?”

The outcome lay squarely in my lap. I took a breath and innocently said, “No.”

And…oh, Lord…he kissed me.

That piece of acting ranks right up there with winning the Emmy.
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After serving in the Army and dancing in ballet choruses in New York City, a certain Newcomb Rice returned to his hometown of Durant with his Scottish wife, Kitty, to settle down, have children, and establish the Oklahoma Dancing Academy. He was an excellent teacher, schooled in the Russian ballet system. Mother enrolled me in his classes in the fall of 1946, and I was enchanted from the get-go. Every Saturday morning, I walked up North Fifth Street to Southeastern College for a glorious hour of ballet instruction on the basketball court. (Basketball and ballet became forever entwined for me.) After a year, we were moved up to pink toe shoes. I found the technique difficult but the soul of dancing natural. Newcomb used to say we were “Pygmalion and Galatea,” like the Greek legend about a statue brought to life by her mentor.

All through the seventh and eighth grades, we had wonderful parties at my house. We danced—and I mean to tell you, we danced! Mother had taught Melinda and me to jitterbug, Charleston, “sugar,” foxtrot, and waltz, and many of the boys were good dancers. (Sadly, Ben was not among them, but maybe that would have made him too perfect.) We played Spin the Bottle and Post Office and other kissing games. In Go Fish, a girl was blindfolded and all the boys lined up and walked around her. Whomever was in front of her when she said, “Stop!”—well, she had to walk around the block with him.

Holding hands.

But who wants to walk around the block holding hands with some twerp? Ben and I worked out secret signals, a carefully timed sneeze, a little cough. He and I shared a sense of humor and a special romantic rapport. Moonlit Oklahoma nights, balmy or brisk, holding hands with Ben—sheer heaven! We went steady for two years, ages twelve to fourteen, with only one week off when we agreed to trade partners for a week with another steady couple, Tawana Lou Clark and Carol Roberts. Both Tawana Lou and Carol were awfully good-looking, but I didn’t really have much to say to Carol, so when the week was up, Ben and I were both eager to change back. (Hey, maybe if married couples could take a week off and try another flavor…but then again, maybe not. It didn’t work wonders with me and Husband #2.)

What a wonderful time junior high school was! Hayrides out at Joe Walter Colclazier’s house, playing Kick the Can and Red Rover at my house after school, getting Miss McKinney back for our seventh-and eighth-grade homeroom teacher. All those shows she put on—even Ben joined the chorus. And—can you believe it?—I was elected cheerleader in the eighth grade, along with Tawana Lou Clark, who had the cutest figure in junior high. I was floored. I didn’t think of myself as the cheerleading type. Of course, I was. A flat-chested cheerleading type.

But casting a shadow over those happy years was that deep, underlying panic I felt, along with the knowledge that we would be moving the summer after eighth grade. When Bill got back from the war, instead of settling in Durant or Houston, he went to Ardmore, Oklahoma, and hooked up with Mr. Leonard Hurst as Hurst and McClanahan, General Contractors, buying five acres north of town on which to start building our house, which he designed himself. Years later, I asked him why he chose to move us to Ardmore instead of back to Houston, which had obvious professional and cultural advantages, and he said, “Oh, honey, your mother’s hay fever was so awful in Houston. I had to find a place where she’d be more comfortable.”

He’d given up advancement in Houston so Mother would be more comfortable? Mother has always maintained that Bill had gotten a better offer from Mr. Hurst. Who knows what really happened? I do understand, however, knowing my father, why he chose to buy land outside town and build his own unique house, instead of competing with the Ardmore millionaires. Our house was truly one of a kind, not as expensive as the millionaires’ swanky digs but ahead of them in many other ways. My father wasn’t rich, but he more than made up for it in talent and ingenuity, a trait that runs in our family. (Cough, cough.)

We drove over every few weeks to see the house as it was a-building, practically by Bill’s labors alone, assisted by his wonderful foreman, Lee. (Many’s the time I heard Bill say, “Lee is the best Negra man I’ve ever met.”) Walking over the floors of the house with more and more framework up was exciting. I didn’t want to move away from my friends in Durant, but I was bursting with pride at what Bill was creating—a large, modern house unlike anything in Ardmore. Two stories, flat-roofed, with a door opening out onto the lower roof and a ladder (which we weren’t supposed to climb, but did) to the top roof. There was an intercom system, a stairway with vertical silver poles instead of a regular banister, a secret panel in the fireplace where he kept a special bottle of booze. The second floor was one large rumpus room with a real soda fountain, big round mirrors on the ceiling, and a tiled floor designed like a shuffleboard. Later, he bought a used jukebox—a real one that played 78 records. Wow, huh?

It took until June of 1948 to get four rooms more or less finished and insulated: Bill and Mother’s bedroom, the kitchen, the breakfast nook, and one bathroom. Melinda and I slept in the breakfast nook, barely big enough to hold a double bed. By fall, Bill had finished our bedroom and the hallway. He built in all the beds, with headboards balanced to swing forward so private things could be stored behind them. Over the years, he was always adding new rooms, changing the interior, building, building, building. We ended up with four bathrooms. Mother’s had an artfully designed mosaic floor, which Bill hand-laid himself. All this while building dozens of houses and public buildings in town.
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Sketch made of me in Greenwich Village, 1949. I didn’t like it then. Love it now.



Our house was situated “thirteen telephone poles past the standpipe north of town,” as I used to instruct my high school dates, on a five-acre meadowland that my dad worked on incessantly, planting trees and flowers and raising large vegetable gardens of organic, composted, gorgeous produce. I spent my high school years exploring the wide meadow and the woods beyond, finding fossils and bleached-white tortoise shells, looking at the sky, gazing always northeast, dreaming of going to New York to make it big in show business.

The summer of 1949, Bill had driven us all to New York City for a week’s vacation. On the way, we stopped at Four Corners, Illinois, to drop Grandmother Fannie at Wenonah and Earl’s house, pulling in around eleven that night. The strangest feeling came over me as I got out of the car. I felt encased in an impenetrable glass cylinder. My cousin Sue and her friend were talking a blue streak, but I felt removed, isolated. It lasted until I went to sleep and was very scary. A most alarming state to be in. When we arrived in New York, however, we left our car in New Jersey and took a subway to Manhattan, and as I emerged from underground onto Forty-second Street, I felt with enormous joy and clarity: This is home!

We saw Joe DiMaggio hit a homer in a doubleheader at Yankee Stadium, climbed the Statue of Liberty, looked down from the top of the Empire State Building, ate at the Automat, walked through Greenwich Village (I still have the sketch of me made by a sidewalk artist). And then—oh, the pièce de résistance—we went to see Ray Bolger in a matinee of Where’s Charley? on Broadway! I’d grown up loving the movies, knowing since sixth grade that performing was in my blood, but there in that balcony on Broadway, soaking up every second, I knew, “I have to do this. And I have to do it here—in New York.” In Four Corners, I’d been shut off from the outside world. In Manhattan, I was part of it. This was my world, no bout a-doubt it!

I’ve felt that way about New York ever since.
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