Paige Davis,
TV's hostess
with the
mostest,
swaps Trading
Spaces for
Broadway's
Chicago.

by Alan Ebert




At 13, Paige Davis had an epiphany that shaped her
life. While lazing about in her room, the sudden sound
of music from the Broadway cast recording of West Side
Story broke through her daydreaming, As the music
soared, and she swayed to the real or imagined beat of
dancers’ feet, the adult today states that the child
instantly and completely knew “that singing and danc-
ing was what | wanted to do with my life. It was exactly
then that I began to dream of starring on Broadway.”

The dream became reality in June when Davis took
over the starring role of Roxie Hart in Broadway’s long-
running Chicago (Ambassador Theatre, 219 W. 49th St.
between Broadway and Eighth Avenue, 1-212-239-
6200, Only a few years ago, the 34-year-old Philadel-
phian was but a featured dancer in the Tony Award-
winning show and boasted such other minimal credits
as having hoofed in the background for the Beach Boys
and toured in national companies of shows that had
already scored their Broadway successes. Her elevation
to Broadway stardom comes on the heels of her sur-
prising and even unlikely success in the equally unlikely
and surprisingly successtul Trading Spaces, a little cable-
TV show with a simple premise; Two sets of neighbors
swap keys and then remake a room in each other's
home. Once the keys are traded, neither can return
home until the rooms are done. The results prove to be
as amusing as they are often horrific. The show, seen on
TLC, and its host, Davis, have risen from obscurity to
the covers of TV Guide and People. Ironically, Davis had
to fight for an audition as producers thought her the
“wrong type to host the show.

They were so wrong. “Pert” and “perky” may be used
ad nauseam to describe someone named Muffy, but
they also aptly describe Davis. And it is those very qual-
ities that have signaled a success that she feels is close to
spiraling out of control,

“Everything is happening so fast now,” says Davis,
who has been kicking up her heels and other body parts
an stage ever since graduating from the prestigious
Meadows School of the Arts at Southern Methodist
University. “There are times when my life today feels
totally unreal, It seems like it was only yesterday that
was a struggling performer, and now I'm the host of an
Emmy-nominated TV show, the author of a best-selling
book (Faige by Paige), thumbing through proposals for
my own sitcom and chatting it up with Jay Leno, Ellen
DeGeneres and Oprah Winfrey on their talk shows.
Some days 1 ask myself: Is this really happening to me?”

It 15, and it should. As Greg Butler, the dance captain
for Chicago rehearsals, recalls: “From Day One, Paige
was incredibly focused. She came to work prepared. She
was single-minded in her efforts to be the best she
could be. It was apparent to all who worked with her
that Paige knew what she wanted from her career and
was willing to put in the effort—dance classes, voice
lessons—to get it. All props to her for not being afraid
to go out and do her thing.”

That Davis ever set foot on a stage and into a busi-
ness known for its cold and often cruel rejection is sur-
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prising: By her own admission, she was not the “most
secure child.” But as history has proven time and again,
few performers were or are. Her biological father van-
ished when she was a year old and never again surfaced
in her life. Her mother married twice more, and the
father who adopted her, Jim Davis, also became a father
in absentia, although one who maintained strong ties
with his daughter.

“My confidence as a child depended upon my moth-
er,’ she says, “With fathers coming and going in my
childhood, | needed her to like me as she was the steady
influence in my life. Without her, I would have felt lost.
I weas i:'l.:l'l.'l.'?l}l'li trying to win her approval”

And not getting it. “My mom has always been very
critical,” Davis admats with some discomfort. “And
without meaning to, she undermined my self-confi-
dence. Mavbe the reason I became this extroverted
child, all cheery and bubbly, traits that then drove peo-
ple looney and sometimes still do, was so that people
would like me, approve of me. And Lord knows, |
always wanted to be liked. And so [ was similar to a
chameleon. | would do and be whatever I thought peo-
ple wanted me to do and be."

Mo more, Her transformation occurred when she
became host of Trading Spaces three years ago. “Not
only did my life change, but perhaps more important, 1
changed,” she says. “I stopped trying to be what |
thought others wanted me to be. [ stopped trying to be
pleasing. Something just clicked in for me that said, ‘Be
you, because that is good enough. Today, what you see
on the show is what you get—me and solely me, And
because of that, I am either loved or hated. People seem
to have a black or white opinion of me. I'm not a neu-
tral personality.”

Oince one cuts through the “pert and perky” thing, it
i5 hard to see what there is not to like about Davis. She
i5 forthright, unassuming, humorous and, to use an
often misunderstood and unappreciated adjective, nice.
And 1t is these qualities that show on camera and make
for stardom. She is admittedly ambitious—"greedy
might be closer to the truth. I want every experience life
can give me right now"—but without a “grand plan” as
to where she would like to be in 10 years. She does say,
however, “I want to do it all—particularly creating
something from scratch on Broadway, and then in tele-
vision and film. But basically, I take life day by day and
try to savor every experience thrown my way—and
lately the experiences just keep on a-comin’”

continyed on page 76

A leaf from Paige Davis’ NYC guidebook

Paige Davis' favorite thing to do in New York in July? Shakespeare in the
Park. “The nighttime setting in Central Park is beautiful. The stars above the

stage, the smells of summer in the evening breeze and the illuminated lush
greenery surrounding the stage make it seem like a fairy-tale setting.”
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cantinied from page 15

A realist, she knows that they may not ul'.'.'ij}':.
“keep on a-comin.” “Nothing is ever certain or
forever in my profession. | have the same anxi-
cties that plague every actor, singer and dancer:
Will T continue to work?” she asks, knowing
there is no certain answer, “Each of us in this
business knows how elusive success can be [to
achieve| and even harder to maintain. ... You
need a certain amount of toughness to survive,
but I like to think | am more resilient than I am
tough. Being tough would mean a loss of vul-
nerability, and that would hurt me as a per-
former because it could result in my losing pas-
sion for what [ do. And if nothing else, | am pas-
sionate about my work and 1 want that to
always show.”

Dravis is married to fellow performer Patrick
Page—she'd be Paige Page, if she took his name
professionally—and the couple have been
together nearly nine years, three of those as
hushand and wife. They met while appearing
in the national tour of Beauty and the Beast. A
second marriage for both, Paige dismisses her
first as “a mistake. He was also an actor and the
competition destroyved us. The difference in
this marriage is that Patrick was my best friend
before we marricd and he's my best [riend
today. We work together as a team, and there
are no competitive feelings that we don’t dis-
cuss. He knows how hard I've worked to reach
this point in my career, and he knows how
much my work means to me. He knows with
all that is being offered, this 15 the time to go for
it all. He supports me totally, which has helped
my self-confidence. Our relationship is also
helped by the fact that he is very active and suc-
cessful in his own career.”

It is not, however, a marriage without diffi-
culty. Her work on Trading Spaces takes her
away from home, traveling from city to city,
more often than not. “We see each other for a
week here and a week there,” she states. The
strain on her marriage of 60 shows, soon to
become 75, per season, is admittedly great.

“Being away from Patrick for such long peri-
ods is the one downside in my life today. But
our marriage works because neither of us takes
the other or the marriage for granted, and both
of us have become skilled at intense communi-
cation. And that results in intense fidelity. 1
trust Patrick to keep our marriage vows upper-
most in his mind, as [ do. One of the more
wonderful perks of doing Chicage on Broad-
way, she concludes, “is that 1 will be home for
almost three months. Patrick and I will have
time together during the summer, which after
all is the best time to be in New York. Who
knows? This may even be when another long-
time dream becomes reality: Ull get pregnant,
Why not? As [ said earlier, I'm greedy and |
want to savor every experience life has to give
me. Dhirty diapers and all.” |
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