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This book is dedicated to the father I never knew …

and the mother I did.
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Prologue

An “amiable anteater”?

That’s how I was described at nineteen in one of my first reviews as a professional actress. I was in I Can Get It for You Wholesale, playing a lovelorn secretary, and I could see the comparison … sort of.

Over the next year, I was also called “a sour persimmon,” “a furious hamster,” “a myopic gazelle,” and “a seasick ferret.”

Yikes. Was I really that odd-looking?

Only a year later, when I was in my second Broadway show, Funny Girl, my face was exactly the same, but now I was being compared to “an ancient oracle,” “Nefertiti,” and “a Babylonian queen.” I must say I loved those descriptions. Apparently I also had a “Pharaonic profile and scarab eyes.” I think that was supposed to be a compliment, though I have to admit one of those eyes does look cross-eyed at times … and it seems like the Pharaoh also had a big schnoz. People kept telling me, “Get it fixed.” (I bet no one said that to him.)

Sometimes it felt like my nose got more press than I did. In the cover story in Time magazine, the writer said, “This nose is a shrine.” (Sounds good!) Then he went on, “The face it divides is long and sad, and the look in repose is the essence of hound.” (Not so good.)

So which is it? Am I a Babylonian queen or a basset hound?

Probably both (depending on the angle).

I wish I could say none of this affected me, but it did. Even after all these years, I’m still hurt by the insults and can’t quite believe the praise. I guess when you become famous, you become public property. You’re an object to be examined, photographed, analyzed, dissected … and half the time I don’t recognize the person they portray. I’ve never gotten used to it, and I try to avoid reading anything about myself.

But sometimes I’ll just pick up a magazine in the dentist’s office, for example. (I happen to like going to the dentist, because I love how my teeth feel after they’re cleaned. It’s also an hour of peace with no phone calls.) Once when I was waiting, I saw a story about Neil Diamond, who was a grade ahead of me at Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn. Actually it was about his brother, who’d invented some crazy bathtub that had a stereo system and all sorts of electronic gadgets (perfect … for getting electrocuted). And it’s not cheap … fourteen thousand dollars! I’m thinking, Who would ever buy such a thing? And then I read that I’m one of his customers! I didn’t even know my friend Neil had a brother, and now I’m being used to sell his bathtub?!

That’s irritating, but other stories cut deep. One night, my dear friend Andrzej Bartkowiak, a brilliant cinematographer who did two films and a documentary with me, came over for dinner. (Actually, he was cooking, because I’m a hazard in the kitchen. I can burn water.)

Andrzej had been to see his friend earlier (a medical doctor, by the way) and happened to mention that he was having dinner with me. The doctor said, “I hear she’s a bitch.”

“What?” said Andrzej. “What are you talking about?”

“She’s impossible to work with.”

“That’s ridiculous. Have you ever worked with her?”

“No.”

“Well, I have … three times … and she’s wonderful to work with. In fact, she’s a very nice person.”

“No, she isn’t. She’s a bitch. I read it in a magazine!”

That’s the power of the printed word.

And there was no hope of changing this man’s mind. He chose to believe some writer who had never met me, rather than the person who really knows me. That upsets me deeply. Why couldn’t he accept the truth?

For forty years, publishers have been asking me to write my autobiography. But I kept turning them down, because I prefer to live in the present rather than dwell on the past. And the fact is, I’m scared that after six decades of people making up stories about me, I’m going to tell the truth, and nobody is going to believe it.

Recently, my husband, Jim, and I were driving home from a movie and stopped at the supermarket because I suddenly had a craving for coffee ice cream. We walked into the market holding hands, and a man came up behind us and said, in a loud voice, “I’m so happy to see you back together!”

Back together? When were we apart? Did my husband move out and I somehow failed to notice?

You see, I like facts. I have great respect for facts, and the idea of just making something up really bothers me.

So I finally said yes to writing this book, after dancing around the idea for ages. I actually wrote the first chapter back in the 1990s, in longhand with an erasable pen … and then lost it. Now I wish I knew how to type, because once I started again it took another ten years, since I still have other commitments, like making records, and besides, I get really bored with myself. I’m trying to recall things that happened a long time ago. (Thank God for the journals I’ve kept, which have been invaluable.) And then sometimes I realize that I haven’t been remembering the full story and have to dig deeper, no matter where it leads …

I wanted to be an actress ever since I was a child … maybe from the moment I was taken to my first movie, and stood up on the seat so I could see the screen. Still, it’s amazing that my dream came true, and I’m very grateful to all the people who helped me along the way.

They say that success changes a person, but I think it actually makes you more of who you really are.

Frankly, I think I’m rather ordinary. I just happened to be born with a good voice, and then I guess there was something about my looks, my personality, whatever talent I had that intrigued people (or annoyed them). I know I ask a lot of questions. I have a lot of opinions, and I say what I think … and sometimes that gets me into a lot of trouble.

I’m not a very social person. I don’t like to get dressed up and go out. I’d rather stay home with my husband and my dogs. Sometimes we’ll invite family and friends over for dinner and a movie, or to play games like Rummikub, backgammon, or hearts. (I also play every night on my phone in the dark before I go to sleep, to clear my head of all the stress of the day.) I love painting with my son, Jason (he’s much better than I am) … I can spend hours taking photographs in my garden … and because I don’t go out much, I forget who I am to the outside world.

Which reminds me of something. Recently I was going to the dentist (to get my teeth cleaned again), and while I was waiting for the elevator, I noticed this woman staring at me. So I moved away, but she didn’t stop. I thought, Why is she still staring? Did I spill something on myself?

And then I realized, Oh yeah … I’m what’s her name.

I think it’s time to dispel the myths about that creature.

And that’s why I’m writing this book … because I feel an obligation to the people who are truly interested in my work, and the process behind the work, and perhaps the person behind the process.

So, here goes …
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ONE

Pulaski Street
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There’s one thing that’s very hard for me to deal with, and that’s lying. Maybe that’s because I was lied to as a child.

One day when I was eight years old, my mother came to visit me at a Jewish summer camp in the Catskills where she had sent me for a few weeks. I didn’t like that camp. They had lousy potatoes (probably from a can) that tasted fake. I’d subtly slide them off my plate and throw them under the table, all the way down to the other end so no one would know I was the culprit. The only thing to look forward to was Friday night, when you could get a great piece of kosher cake … yellow cake with dark chocolate icing that I’ve been searching for ever since …

I was a very forceful child. I held on to my mother as soon as she arrived and refused to let her go until she reluctantly agreed to take me home with her. Quickly, I packed up my clothes and shoved whatever didn’t fit … like my American Indian robe and the art projects I had made … into a cardboard box I found. Then we walked together to a car … and there was a man I’d never seen before sitting behind the wheel. I don’t remember him saying one word to me during the whole trip back. Guess he was angry that it wasn’t only him and my mom going home.

My mother didn’t tell me that this man, Louis Kind, was going to be my new stepfather and that she was pregnant with my sister.

Lying by omission counts as lying too.

We didn’t go to the only home I knew … my grandparents’ apartment on Pulaski Street in Williamsburg. Instead, we pulled up to a tall brick building (one of many that all looked alike) on Newkirk Avenue in Flatbush, part of a big public housing project called the Vanderveer Estates (a very fancy name for a not-so-fancy place). We had apartment 4G, and I remember being very impressed that there was an elevator. I thought we were rich now. The rent was $105 a month, much higher than the $40 on Pulaski Street.

Louis Kind didn’t sleep there that first night. I slept in the bed with my mother as usual and woke up the next morning with clicks in my ears when I swallowed.

I don’t know to this day if it was a new extra awareness of my inner body or a physiological thing. But I do know that I was shocked by the abrupt change in our circumstances. Who was this man? Decades later, I finally asked my mother why she hadn’t sat me down and explained that she was planning to marry him and she was going to have a baby.

“Well, you never asked,” she said.

“But Mom, I was only eight!”

I never knew my father. There are no photographs of him holding me as a baby. That was very disappointing. I always wondered, How could that be? Why didn’t my mother ever take a picture of the two of us?

And when I was older and asked her why she had never talked to me about my father, she said, “I didn’t want you to miss him.”

I never understood my mother’s logic.

My father, Emanuel Streisand, was a very special man … a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of City College in New York, an athlete, and a teacher who devoted his life to education. He developed an innovative curriculum teaching English to juvenile offenders at the Elmira Reformatory, where he was assistant superintendent of schools. He later taught English at a vocational high school in Brooklyn while simultaneously working toward his PhD, taking courses at Cornell University, Hunter College, and then Teachers College at Columbia University. He was brought up in an Orthodox Jewish home, and you’re not supposed to ride in any vehicle after sundown on Friday. The Sabbath is a day of rest. So if he had stayed late at Teachers College on Friday night, he would walk home all the way from West 120th Street to Brooklyn.

My father loved kids. To earn extra money during the summer of 1943, he took a job as head counselor at a camp in the Catskills. One morning in August, he was showing an inspector around in the hot sun when he developed a terrible headache. (He had a history of migraines.) That night he had a seizure. My mother and a friend tried to hold him still (little did they know that would hurt rather than help). The next morning an ambulance took him to a small local hospital, where a doctor gave him a shot of morphine, and he stopped breathing.

My mother always told me and my brother, Sheldon, that he died of a cerebral hemorrhage, and for many years we thought that could be a congenital defect. No one connected the headaches and seizures to a previous car accident, in which he had hit his head. They didn’t have MRIs back then to determine what was going on inside the brain. Much later, I tracked down a copy of his death certificate, which said he died of respiratory failure, probably brought on by the morphine, which I also learned should not have been administered under the circumstances.

My father was only thirty-five years old. Suddenly Diana Rosen Streisand was a widow at thirty-four, with two small children … Shelly was nine, and I was fifteen months. Years later, my mother told me that for months after my father died, I would still climb up on the window ledge to wait for him to come home. In some ways, I’m still waiting.

With my father gone, my mother couldn’t afford to stay in our apartment, and we moved in with her parents. My grandpa Louis Rosen and my grandmother Esther had a small one-bedroom apartment that now had to accommodate five people. They slept in what must have originally been the living room. We had the bedroom, where I shared the bed with my mother, and Shelly slept on a foldout cot next to us. There was a small, cold kitchen that I was hardly ever in, but I do remember the smell of cinnamon cookies my grandmother baked for Hanukkah once a year. So we all basically lived in the dining room, which was furnished with a rectangular mahogany table, a credenza against one wall, a secretary on the other, and an old-fashioned wooden radio. We had no TV. We would sit and watch the radio.

I used to crawl under the dining table and play. It felt safe there. And I liked to turn the metal crank that made the leaves come apart. My earliest memory is of looking up from under that table … I must have been about three years old … and listening to a conversation between my mother and her sister. I realized that my mother was talking about one thing while her sister was talking about another. I could feel the miscommunication, but I didn’t have the language to tell them.

I think that was the first time I realized how easy it is for people to misunderstand each other.

I liked being an observer … out of sight but still able to watch what was going on. I would often scoot under the table when one of my mother’s suitors came to pick her up for a date. I never wanted her to go out. I was terrified she would never come back. I saw one guy named Saul kiss her and I thought he was hurting her, even though she was laughing. I remember the color of his teeth … brownish. To this day, it’s the first thing I notice about a man, and it’s one of the reasons I married Jim Brolin. He has great teeth.

I thought most men were weird … except my grandfather. When I was about five, he would take me to an Orthodox shul (Yiddish for synagogue), and I would sit next to him with the other men, while the women sat elsewhere. I could follow the Hebrew because I went to a yeshiva, where they taught us how to read the words, but I didn’t know what they meant. You read Hebrew from right to left (this is probably why I can write backward), and it still feels comfortable, sometimes, reading magazines from back to front (which makes it seem as if I’m reading faster). I felt like a big girl, sitting beside the men. (Maybe that’s why it was so easy, all those years later, to imagine myself as Yentl.)

I loved my grandpa, even though he once washed my mouth out with red Lifebuoy soap when I said a bad word. But I knew he loved me. I would sit on his lap and cut the hairs out of his ears. That’s real intimacy.

His affection saved me. My view of men was that they either abandoned you or were mean to you. My stepfather was rude to my mother. My brother picked me up from school, but we were too far apart in age for him to want a little sister tagging along. My uncle Harry scared me. He used to take out his false teeth and make noises like a monster. My grandfather gave me a taste of what a good man could be.

I was not an easy child. I didn’t want to eat (which is hard to believe). My mother was always trying to force food on me. She gave me tonics and cod-liver oil because she was convinced I was sickly. Plus, I was basically bald until the age of two. But I had lots of energy. Once I managed to climb up on a dresser and get hold of my grandfather’s razor and nearly cut off my bottom lip trying to shave as I had watched him do. My grandmother had asthma and couldn’t chase after me. She called me fabrent, which means “on fire” in Yiddish. So Tobey Borookow, a neighbor in the same building, took care of me after school while my mother was working.

I adored Tobey. She was the neighborhood “knitting lady.” We would sit together, and she would tell me all the gossip while I held up my hands so she could wind strands of wool around them, making her skeins. I didn’t have a doll, but I would fill a hot-water bottle as a substitute and pretend. Tobey knitted a little pink wool sweater and hat for it … maybe that’s why I love the color pink … and I swear it felt more like a real baby than some cold doll.

Even now, when I see children with their dolls and little stoves and things, I want to play with them too.

I love the color burgundy … probably because Tobey also made me a burgundy sweater with wooden buttons. It was the only thing that set me apart from the other kids at the first camp I was sent to, the summer I had just turned seven. It was a health camp for kids, and I was anemic, so the fresh air was supposed to be good for me. But I was used to the hot, steamy air in Brooklyn, with everybody leaning out their windows because there was no air-conditioning. The country air was so fresh it hurt my lungs (and with all those trees, I actually developed an allergy, which later turned into asthma).

I hated that health camp. The first thing they did was dump me into a disinfectant bath and comb through my hair for lice. Then they handed me a starched blue linen uniform, with scratchy bloomers (probably why I dislike the color royal blue to this day). I was so homesick, and the tears would well up every afternoon when we were put down for a nap. (I never took naps after I turned three!) When one kid noticed and started to make fun of me, I insisted, “I’m not crying. I just have a loose tear duct.”

I was much happier and healthier as soon as I got back to Brooklyn (I could breathe again!). I remember sitting on my bed in my grandmother’s apartment, wearing my same old red-plaid shirt. But I felt different. Was I the same skinny marink who had left only a couple of weeks ago? My mother was happy that I had gained a pound or two. I used to like to look at my reflection in hubcaps, because they made me appear fatter.

The neighborhood was teeming with kids. We played in the streets, running back to the curb when a car came along. One of our favorite games was skelly. You flicked your bottle cap into numbered squares drawn in chalk on the asphalt, and then you hopped on one foot to pick it up. (It’s a Jewish version of hopscotch.)

I got good marks at the Yeshiva of Brooklyn in everything except conduct, in which I inevitably got a D. I was so impatient and I never learned manners. When the teacher asked a question, I’d shoot up my hand, and if she didn’t call on me, I’d blurt out the answer anyway. It must have been around Hanukkah when one teacher told us that we shouldn’t say the word “Christmas” or cross our fingers. Something about that just didn’t make sense to me, and as soon as she walked out of the room, I kept repeating “Christmas! Christmas! Christmas!” And prayed to God that He wouldn’t strike me dead.

I had two best friends. One was Joanne Micelli, a Catholic girl who went to St. John’s Academy. I found the Catholics fascinating … the nuns, the priests, the outfits. When I saw a priest, I’d say, “Hello, Father,” like Joanne did. I thought she was so lucky to have a real father, as well as a man named “Father” who seemed to love her too. And I was very impressed with the beauty of her church. The yeshiva was dinky in comparison.

My other best friend was Roslyn Arenstein, who was an atheist like her parents. We three girls used to sit on her fire escape (we’d drape an old army blanket over the railing to make a tent) and have very serious philosophical discussions. One day I said, “Look, Roz, I’m going to prove to you that there is a God.” A man was walking down the street, and I said, “See that man? I’m going to pray that he steps off the curb.” I prayed hard, with all my might, and sure enough he stepped off the curb and crossed the street. I had two thoughts at that moment. One: Whew, that was lucky! And two: There is a God, and I just got Him to do what I wanted by praying.

I guess that’s when I began to believe in the power of the will.

I’ve always had a very strong will. When I came down with chicken pox, my mother put me in bed, since I had a fever, but I didn’t stay there. I just put on my bright green hat and coat and climbed out the window to go and play with the other kids (luckily we were on the first floor) until my mother dragged me back inside.

I often told my mother what to do. I remember one time when she and her date (he was a butcher) were going to an Eddie Cantor movie and decided to take me along. I must have been about six. Since I was known as the girl on the block with no father, I did not want to be seen leaving the building with a strange man. So I told her, “I’m not going with you unless he goes down to the corner first and waits for us there.” I still can recall looking up when we left to see if any of the neighbors were at their windows. And sure enough, there was Myrna, a big girl who used to bully me, watching us. I thought, Oh no. I’ll bet she’s putting me together with that guy. I hope not! God forbid, because she would tell everyone.

I was also known as the girl on the block with a good voice. I used to like to sing in the lobby of our building. The ceilings were high, so there was a nice echo, and I loved to run my hand down the cold brass banister. Sometimes I’d sit on the stoop with the other girls, and we’d harmonize to songs from the Hit Parade. My mother had a beautiful voice, operatic, and her father, I was told, used to sing in shul when the cantor was ill.

Tobey had a son named Irving. Since he was a boy and he was my friend, I called him my boyfriend, even though he once hit me over the head with his plastic gun. We played together every afternoon while Tobey looked after me. They had a tiny television with a big magnifying glass in front of the screen, and we loved to watch Laurel and Hardy. But when Irving heard his father come in the front door, he would turn to me and say, “My father’s here. You have to go home now.”

That hurt my feelings, and must have set me back years.

Mr. Borookow’s name was Abe, and I can still to this day remember his particular smell. It sure wasn’t aftershave.

I wonder if people who have fathers know how lucky they are. My brother had the benefit of a father’s love and concern for the first nine years of his life … someone who took him to museums, bookstores, parades. Our father read books to him and bought him a radio. He introduced Shelly to drawing and painting, which became an important part of his life.

As a child, you really need someone to love you in order to give you a sense of self-worth … that you are seen and taken seriously … that your feelings count.

Now I suddenly had a stepfather who seemed to resent my brother and me. Lou Kind already had three kids that he didn’t live with, and I doubt he wanted more. Once he appeared on the scene, everything was different. In our new apartment, I slept on a daybed in the hallway. My brother had the little bedroom. And my mother was in the big bedroom with this strange man.

The next thing I knew I had a baby sister, Roslyn. When I found out that babies take nine months to appear, I counted back nine months from my sister’s birth and tried to get my mother to acknowledge what she had done on that date. I had heard about sex (an older girl filled me in, standing in the stairwell at school), but I couldn’t quite believe it. And my mother did not take this opportunity to enlighten me.

I loved my little sister from the first moment I saw her. She was so beautiful … blond curly hair, green eyes. I would stare at her for hours, fascinated by her every move, every twitch of an eye. A living doll!

I hated my stepfather. I didn’t like the way he mistreated my mother. And he never spoke to me. I remember riding in his Pontiac with the slanted back and watching him light a cigarette … Pall Mall. I liked the smell of the first strike of his match. Then he would exhale a perfect stream of smoke.

One day we took Roz Arenstein for a ride. We were both sitting in the back and I was talking, as usual. My stepfather turned around abruptly and said to me, “Why can’t you be like your friend—quiet!”

Not long after that, my mother happened to mention that Lou was color-blind. So the next time we got in the car, I was worried … afraid that he couldn’t tell the difference between the red and green lights. So I would announce the colors, trying to be subtle. “What a pretty RED light that is!”

No wonder he hated me.

Lou never asked me how I was or how school was going. He didn’t see me. He wasn’t interested in me. I could never get his approval or his affection, no matter what I did. One day I decided to try to make him like me. When he came home from his used-car lot, I called him “Dad” instead of Lou, which stuck in my throat. I had his slippers waiting for him, and when he sat down to watch his wrestling matches on TV, I crawled on my belly under his line of sight so as not to block his view. But it didn’t work. He didn’t treat me any better.

I think that’s when I unconsciously decided that I would never lower myself for any man.

The other big transition in my life was a new school. After three years at the Yeshiva of Brooklyn, I was now going to start fourth grade at a public school, P.S. 89. The only time I had ever been in a public school was when the yeshiva put on some sort of program and rented the auditorium at P.S. 25, because the yeshiva didn’t have a stage. That’s where that first picture was taken of me singing, with my eyes closed, head back … nothing much has changed.

I remember being so scared that the nurse at P.S. 89, who gave every child a quick physical, could somehow “see” the clicks in my ears, and I wouldn’t be allowed to go to school. I felt like an alien.

I was already different … odd … too skinny … and my mom would buy clothes for me three sizes too big, which didn’t help. She bought my dresses in the Junior department, and then she’d sew three big hems and let one out each year. So I would be walking around in the same clothes forever.

In a way, I was like a wild child, a kind of animal, because I had no knowledge of social graces. I remember my friend Maxine Edelstein, who lived on the same floor. Every night at 6:00 p.m. her entire family would sit down at the table and have dinner. Once they invited me to stay, and there was such a warm feeling in that room. My family rarely had a meal together. I didn’t know about napkins on your lap. I used to sit with one knee up on the chair. Or I would eat standing up over a pot in the tiny, narrow kitchen. When my brother got home, he’d do the same thing.

I had so little discipline. There was no routine and no rules. My mother never said you have to be home at 6:00 p.m. or whenever. I remember stealing a few of my stepfather’s cigarettes and smoking in front of the mirror, pretending I was doing a Pall Mall commercial. I was sneaking up to the roof to smoke when I was ten and gave it up by the time I was twelve. I actually had to teach my mother how to smoke. I told her, “You look funny. Hold the cigarette like this.”

Somehow I persuaded my mother to let me go to Miss March’s dancing school, which was nearby, because I wanted to be a ballerina. I bought pink satin toe shoes and sewed pink satin ribbons on them. Every day after school, I put them on and walked around the apartment. I paid for those shoes myself with the money I earned showing people to their seats in Choy’s Chinese restaurant. I also filled takeout orders. “Si pic qvot” … small spare ribs. “Som teu” … three egg rolls. I loved the musicality of the Chinese language. Said with a different tone, a word meant something else.

Muriel Choy became my second surrogate mother, Tobey being the first.

I loved Muriel. I could ask her any question, and she would explain things to me … things my mother never mentioned, like sex and cooking. I can still taste her delicious lap cheong (Chinese sausage), Chinese cabbage, and steamed chicken, and I still look for those fat, dry egg rolls that they served in the restaurant and that hardly anyone makes anymore. (A few years ago we finally found a place in Los Angeles that sells them. Jim and I sometimes eat three at a time.)

I also used to babysit for Muriel’s children when she was working with her husband at the restaurant. One night when I was eleven, I was coming down from their apartment and rang my doorbell for what seemed like ten to fifteen minutes. No one answered, although I knew my mother and Lou were home. I went back up to Muriel’s and got the spare key I kept there. I opened our front door, walked through the living room, and then opened their bedroom door. The two of them were physically intertwined, and it was as if I were invisible. I backed out, kind of in shock, and the incident was never mentioned.

After that, I vowed never to be invisible again.

There are moments in childhood that are so important to who you are going to become. They mold your life forever.

I couldn’t rely on my mother. I remember one particular episode, when I was about seven. She was taking me to the movies for a treat, and we were walking down the street and she was smiling to herself … she would smile a lot to herself. Suddenly she stopped.

I said, “Mom, what’s the matter?”

She said, “We’re not going. I changed my mind.”

I was so disappointed, and to this day I desperately want people to keep their word. It is so important to do something you say you’re going to do. It’s one of the Four Agreements in the book of the same name by Don Miguel Ruiz: “Be impeccable with your word.”

I couldn’t confide in my mother, even about my ear noises. After the first night when I told her about the clicks, she gave me a hot-water bottle to sleep on and never asked about them again. But they didn’t go away, and one morning when I was in the sixth grade I woke up with something new. All these sounds … “pings” and “pongs,” like musical fireworks … were going off in my head. That was really scary. Then the pings settled into a high-pitched ringing. I was so afraid that I didn’t tell anyone. I tied a scarf around my head, hoping to shut the noises out, but it actually seemed to push them farther in. Nothing helped.

I never went to a doctor then. Years later I found out that this ringing in the ears is called tinnitus, and it has something to do with the connection between the inner ear and the brain. Various doctors have examined me over the years, but they can’t do anything because there is apparently nothing to fix. Tinnitus is a condition without a known cause or a cure. It’s a mystery.

Some guru once told me, “This is very special. You’re on another level, a whole other plane, and you’re hearing the sound of the universe.”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

When people tell me, “I’m just like you,” I’m tempted to respond, “Do you have a constant ringing in your ears?” It’s enough to drive you crazy. And it used to make me very grumpy, but now I’ve learned to live with it. That’s probably one reason why I need to keep busy all the time. I have to take my mind off it, to try to distract myself from the ringing.

I long for silence.

The ear noises were this terrible secret that I held inside and tried to manage on my own. I didn’t expect any help from my mother anymore.

One day when I was twelve my brother’s fiancée, Ellen, came to our apartment to meet the family … one of the few times we ever had a guest. Rozzie wanted ice cream after dinner and Lou gave Shelly some money and told him to buy enough for everyone. Then he looked at me and said, “But don’t get any for her.”

And then he said something that hurt my feelings. I couldn’t remember the words, so years later I asked Ellen, and she said, “It was incredibly cruel. He called you ugly.”

I must have blocked that out. I do remember that he made me feel awful, while my mother said nothing and just kept clearing the table. I went into the little bedroom (which I inherited after Shelly moved out), lay down on the single bed, and I remember having an out-of-body experience, where I was up on the ceiling looking down at myself lying there … numb.

I thought, Why does he want to hurt me? Am I so unlovable?

I lived a lot in my own head. After I read a booklet about the nine symptoms of cancer, I decided I had every one of them. But I never discussed my worries with my mother. When I got a chest cold, all she said was, “It’s your fault. You went out without your sweater.” Then she’d slather me with a mustard plaster (hot water mixed with Colman’s Mustard Powder in between two torn pieces of sheet). When I had a sore throat, she’d wrap a thick sock around me like a collar and fasten it with a safety pin. “What if the pin opens?” I asked. “Then I’d really have a sore throat!”

My mother took care of me to the best of her ability, but she wasn’t sympathetic like mothers in the movies. I remember being petrified when I woke up after a tonsillectomy when I was six … and she wasn’t there. The last thing I had seen was this big rubber thing coming down over my face, delivering ether. I felt as if I were falling into a black hole. Circles were spiraling in my mind, accompanied by a strange droning sound like a drill. I fell asleep to the muffled voice of the doctor.

When I opened my eyes, I wondered, Was I still in this world? I was alone in the room. My mother wasn’t there like she had promised. It turned out that she was walking around the block, probably nervous herself. She didn’t understand how important it was for her to be physically present at moments like this.

So I kept everything inside, especially my fears. Once when I was about nine, I had this heaviness in my chest, and it wouldn’t go away. One of the buildings in the project had a doctor’s office on the ground floor, and I finally built up my courage … it took about a week … to ring the bell. And he wasn’t in. But guess what? The simple fact that I dared to go see a doctor on my own took away my symptoms. In other words, the heaviness just disappeared.

That was my first psychosomatic illness.

Internalizing all these emotions can’t have been healthy. And I was not naturally happy with life. I remember thinking, This can’t be it.

Around the same time, I remember a gang of girls forming a circle around me in front of our apartment house. They were making fun of me. Was it something I was wearing? (I did have that scarf around my head.) What did I do to make them angry?

I escaped, crying, and ran upstairs to get Shelly to defend me. He refused to come down, saying, “Fight your own battles.” I was sure my father would have helped me, but now I realized nobody was going to protect me. In hindsight, I guess that’s when I began to build up a wall, my own shield, around myself.

Years later I realized that when my father died, I didn’t lose only him. My mother left me emotionally as well. I can’t blame her for that. She was suddenly a widow with two kids to support. I asked her once, when I was an adult, why she never hugged me or showed me any affection or said words like “I love you.”

“I didn’t have time,” she replied. “And my parents never said those words to me, but I knew they loved me.” She just assumed I knew how she felt. But I didn’t.

Another one of the Four Agreements in Ruiz’s book is “Never assume.”




TWO

Why Couldn’t I Play the Part?

[image: ]
I was fourteen when I took my first independent steps into Manhattan, landing on Fiftieth Street and Broadway from the IRT. My friend Anita Sussman and I were going to see a Broadway show … another first for me. Manhattan was a whole new world. When we climbed up the subway steps into the sunshine, I couldn’t believe how open and wide everything seemed compared to Newkirk and Nostrand, the narrow streets surrounding the projects. And there were so many cars. You couldn’t play skelly in Manhattan. You’d get run over.

Marquees were everywhere, displaying the names of various shows. The possibilities seemed endless.

We had tickets for The Diary of Anne Frank. Our seats were in the back of the balcony at the Cort Theatre, and I remember they cost $1.89. (Or was it $1.98?) The actors were far away, but we could see the whole sweep of the stage. I’ve realized, in retrospect, that there’s something to be said for the bird’s-eye view. Now that I can afford the expensive seats, I’m not sure they’re really better. If you’re too close, you can see the makeup, the sweat. It destroys the illusion.

I was mesmerized by the play. I remember thinking to myself, Anne is fourteen; I’m fourteen. She’s Jewish; I’m Jewish. Why couldn’t I play the part? I felt I could do it just as well as Susan Strasberg … especially since Anne had difficulties with her mother. She was convinced her mother didn’t understand her. I could definitely relate to that.

From then on Anita and I would go to see Broadway plays practically every Saturday. I wanted to see serious dramas. I wasn’t particularly interested in musicals. We saw Paul Muni in Inherit the Wind. I still love that play. It’s about creationism versus evolution, religion versus science. Thank God reason and truth won out. Eva Le Gallienne and Irene Worth in Mary Stuart were also thrilling to watch. Here were two powerful actresses, both playing heads of state. I loved that.

I wanted to be a serious actress too.

When I think back, I did my first acting job when I was about nine. One day I said something my mother didn’t like, and she slapped me across the ear. I thought, I’m going to pay her back for that … give her a little aggravation. So the next time she spoke to me, I pretended not to hear her. I acted like a little deaf girl, and it worked. She believed me and said, “Barbara! Answer me!” and I just kept saying, “What? What? Did you say something?” I completely scared her.

Most of the acting I saw was on TV. By that time we had our own set. (That was the one good thing about Lou Kind. He bought a Zenith television.) I would park myself in front of the screen and watch Milton Berle and Ed Sullivan. I also liked game shows where the host asked a question and you had to guess the answer, like The $64,000 Question. My favorite cousin Lowell and I used to play together and we invented a show of our own, which we called Crack the Safe.

First, we’d open the telephone book and randomly pick a name. Then I would call that person up, pretending to be the announcer on a radio quiz show, and ask, “Do you listen to our program Crack the Safe on WNIT?” (I’d make up the call letters.) People were excited to get a phone call from a radio program and usually said, “Oh yes! I listen all the time!” Then I’d explain the rules of the game. If they could identify five songs, they would win a cash prize. Lowell’s job was picking out a 45 rpm and putting it on the turntable, while I held the receiver close by. “Do you recognize that tune?” If they answered correctly, we’d go on to the next song. “But first,” I’d tell them, “we have to take a break for a commercial from our sponsor … Fab laundry detergent. Do you use Fab?”

“Yes!” they always said. “Fab is my favorite!” One lady was so enthusiastic she added, “It’s bubbling away in the machine right now! As a matter of fact, it’s overflowing on my floor.” At this point, I’d usually have to shush Lowell, who’d be giggling in the background. We couldn’t believe how gullible people were. Then I’d completely change my voice and act out all the parts of the commercial.

Other kids might have stopped there, but not us. If the person managed to guess all five songs, we’d take down his or her address. Then Lowell and I would go to McCrory’s, the local five-and-dime, buy some fake money, enclose it in an envelope, and drop it in the mail.

I loved the five-and-dime. There were so many items that were not very expensive … combs, bobby pins, lipsticks. But I also had another method of getting what I needed, which I’m not too proud of. Sometimes I would steal things.

This was not as simple as random shoplifting. I was a very logical girl and I had my own system. It was all based on something I had noticed … people often discarded their receipts on the floor. I would look for them and pick them up. Most things were a dollar then, and the tax was three cents. So I would take an item that cost $1.03, something small like a lipstick or a compact that was relatively easy to slip into my bag. Then I’d head straight to the refund window … my heart beating fast … where I’d turn in the item with the receipt, collect the cash, and then use the money to buy something I really wanted.

I don’t want you to think that this was fun. I was always nervous. It was a strange combination of excitement and fear. But the refunds were a good way to supplement the money I made as a cashier at the Chinese restaurant … I was paid a dollar an hour for working there, and fifty cents an hour for babysitting. Every bit came in handy, because as soon as I started earning money my mother said I had to buy my own clothes.

I remember one particular outfit that I loved … a skirt and top made of cotton printed with tiny pink-and-white checks, with lace trim. Then I bought shoes to match, low-cut pink flats that showed a bit of my toes. But then I also liked the more masculine, sporty look of the plaid shirt I wore at camp, with pants.

One day, I picked up a pair of Bermuda shorts at A&S (that’s Abraham & Straus, Brooklyn’s best department store). They were a classic blue-and-green plaid. I had just pulled them on in the dressing room to see if they were the right size, and then it occurred to me … I could let my skirt fall back down and just walk out, still wearing the shorts.

It was so easy. I must have brought in a couple of other things to try on, and I handed those back to the salesperson, thinking, Oh my God, she doesn’t know I still have the shorts on. Nobody could see them under my skirt … or could they? I felt my heart pounding.

I can’t remember whether it was on that same day that I took a pair of yellow socks. (I was getting carried away by my talent.) I already had a paper bag because I had bought something else, and as I was going down a crowded escalator, I just dropped the socks into it. Then I stopped to look at something on the first floor that caught my eye. Suddenly I heard a woman say, “I saw you put those socks in your bag.”

Did I hear right? Or was this my guilty conscience? I quickly moved to the next counter, but she followed me. I was so petrified that I couldn’t look up. I never saw her face. Deliberately I set the bag down and walked out of the store. And that was the end of my criminal career. I never stole anything again. I liked testing boundaries but I couldn’t stand the humiliation and shame that I felt at that moment. Imagine what it would be like if I were ever truly caught and dragged into a manager’s office!

Now if I go to a hotel and I like a little doodad such as a tiny dish that holds mustard or something, I always ask if I can buy it.

Lou Kind moved out when I was thirteen, which meant I never had to watch another wrestling match. I was happy he left. (I couldn’t tell whether my mother was happy or sad about it because she never discussed it.) I hated the condescension in his voice when he spoke to her. Without him, the atmosphere inside the apartment became a lot calmer. My best memory of that time is lying on my bed, reading movie magazines and eating Breyer’s coffee ice cream. It came in a square box, divided into sections like Neapolitan, except it was coffee on each side with a slab of cherry vanilla in the middle … with whole pieces of cherry. I would eat that first and save my favorite flavor, coffee, for last. I wanted that to be the taste that lingered in my mouth. (I used to eat a pint of coffee ice cream whenever I could and still stay skinny as a rail. Why couldn’t that be true now?)

Shelly and Ellen got married, and for their honeymoon they were going to Europe on the SS Constitution. Some of the family came to see them off. I was dazzled by the huge ship and the thought of crossing the ocean to see the world. People on board were drinking champagne and laughing and talking in a beautiful, wood-paneled room. Meanwhile, I was practically ill, wanting so desperately to go with them. My mother said, “Shelly, give her five dollars.” But my brother ignored her. (Years later, when I reminded him of this, he sent me a five-dollar bill, framed.) I couldn’t believe that he was sailing away and I had to go back to our gloomy apartment.

The movies were my escape. Right next to my high school, Erasmus Hall on Flatbush Avenue, was the Astor Theatre. It showed foreign films by directors like Akira Kurosawa and Jules Dassin, and though their names meant nothing to me at the time, I loved their work in Rashomon and Never on Sunday. I didn’t mind the subtitles, or the fact that the films were all in black and white. I think that was the beginning of my love for monochromatic images.

Although I was also seduced by the bright, saturated colors at the Loew’s Kings, where they showed big Hollywood musicals in Technicolor. I remember Howard Keel and Kathryn Grayson in Kiss Me Kate. I thought she was beautiful, with her high, vibrating voice.

The Loew’s Kings was one of those extravagant movie palaces with red-velvet seats, an exotic painted and gilded ceiling, and Mello-Rolls … the best ice cream cones … flat on top with the ice cream packed inside, all the way down to the bottom of the cone. I’ve never seen anything like it before or since. Very practical. Fewer drips. And the candy! My usual was two packages of peanut M&M’s and a box of Good & Plenty, with soft black licorice inside the hard pink or white cylindrical shells. It was like eating jewelry.

That’s where I saw Marlon Brando for the first time in Guys and Dolls. My friend Barbara Sankel had already shown me a photograph of him. I thought, Eh, he’s okay. And then I watched him on-screen and fell in love. I thought, Oh my God, who is this creature? What a face! Those eyes … those lips … those teeth! I wanted to be in the movies just to kiss Marlon Brando!

Guys and Dolls was the only movie that I ever sat through twice in one afternoon. I had come in halfway through some other film. In those days, they had double features, but I rarely watched both movies from beginning to end. I didn’t realize that theaters had schedules and you were supposed to come in when a movie started. I would just walk in whenever I felt like it, and then stay after the second feature to see the beginning of the first.

I can’t even remember what the other film that day was because Guys and Dolls blew everything else out of my head. I was riveted to the screen. After it ended, I had to sit through the whole other movie, bursting with impatience (another two Mello-Rolls helped). I was so entranced with Marlon Brando that I couldn’t wait to see him again.

I liked love stories, like Anna Karenina with Greta Garbo. I used to imagine myself as the heroine, living another life. When I saw The King and I, I wanted to be Anna, the devoted teacher, not Deborah Kerr. I wanted to wear those hoop skirts and live in Siam.

Later, I realized that in the stories I loved the most, the characters don’t end up together … which is interesting, since we all think we want a happy ending. And yet it’s the tragedy, the loss, the missed opportunity that really resonates and stays in our minds and hearts forever. Anna Karenina ends sadly … which allowed me to cry. I never cried easily. But in a movie theater I could let my tears flow.

Anna Karenina was also the first classic novel I ever read. I went straight from Nancy Drew to Tolstoy. I was completely taken with Anna, dying for love. After all, isn’t passion what we all want in our lives?

I loved the world of make-believe. It was so much more vivid and alive than anything I was experiencing. Walking out of the dark theater into the harsh light of reality left me so depressed. I was hit with the smell of the street … the garbage … the dirt. My mother didn’t want me to go to the movies because she said I was always grouchy for a couple of days afterward.

I didn’t like reality. I was a misfit in high school, never completely comfortable in those halls even though I got high marks and was a member of the Arista Society, which required an above-90 average. I always cared about my grades. I was a diligent pupil who turned in each homework assignment on time and in excruciating detail. I still have a paper I wrote as a freshman, entitled “My Thirteen Years” … complete with a “13” made out of construction paper on the cover, a table of contents, and family photographs. Here’s an excerpt to give you an idea of the contents:

“An exciting moment in my life took place in the auditorium of Public School 89 on June 24, 1955 at 9:15 a.m. It was my graduation. I remember feeling very funny walking across the platform to receive my diploma. I could hear the click of my heels, and I thought my slip was showing. I remember feeling strange when I was walking down the steps to my seat. I felt as if all eyes were upon me.” (It was not a feeling I enjoyed, then or now. This is why to this day I hate attending awards shows or being on the red carpet.)

“I liked my teachers, but somehow I was glad to leave.” (Yes, that’s still me. When I’m done with something, I’m done.) “This past summer I went to the beach about three times a week. Nothing out of the ordinary occurred.”

Not the most promising material, I know … but I already had my plans for the future. “Ever since I can remember I’ve been interested in dramatics. Once in a while I take out my poetry books and my Theatre Arts magazines and act out the plays. I’ve recently heard of the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, in which they include vocal lessons in their course. I am going to look into the matter further.” I go on to declare, “Now that I am an Erasmian I hope to be able to participate and contribute to any extracurricular activities” and “I will try to perform all of my duties to the utmost of my ability. That ends the story of my life. All I can say is I will try to get the full benefit out of what I can, and I will try to make my life as pleasant as possible, for myself, and for those with whom I come in contact.”

Not a bad goal … I was definitely earnest, as you can see. But I didn’t look like the other honor students I hung around with. They wore brown oxford shoes with laces and thick glasses. I had streaked hair, which I did myself. I would take a piece of cotton, soak it in hydrogen peroxide straight from the bottle, and bleach strands of my hair. Then, when I got tired of that look, I bought Noreen henna rinse at Woolworth’s and tried to get rid of the bleached part. What I didn’t know was that inside each capsule were tiny little crystals in different colors, so chunks of hair turned red, green, and blue. I looked like a London punk rocker … way ahead of that time … although it was a complete accident.

I also liked to play around with makeup. I used to take my mother’s dark purple lipstick and mix it with zinc oxide (which I used to treat blemishes) to make an unusual magenta color. Borrowing her lipstick was nothing new. When I was two, she caught me just as I was about to fall off her dresser, where I had been happily smearing lipstick all over my face. My brother had a talent for art, and I used his blue watercolor pencils to make eye shadow. I may have overdone it at times. When I received the Spanish medal for having the highest mark in the class (99), the teacher, Mrs. Thomas (pronounced Tomath with that Castilian lithp), handed it to me and said, “You don’t have to wear blue on your eyes to get an award.”

Bobby Fischer, the chess prodigy, was also a student at Erasmus. I can still see him sitting alone in the cafeteria, wearing a brown leather cap with earmuffs and thick brown corduroy pants. And he was laughing to himself. That’s what intrigued me. He looked like some sort of deranged pilot from a 1940s movie. One day I got up the courage to go over and say hello, but he wasn’t very friendly. He was more interested in the Mad magazine he was reading. That was the last time I approached him. He was another loner, like me.

After Irving Borookow (I broke up with him when I was seven), I never even had a date all through high school, except once with a boy who was Spanish … tall and quite good-looking. I don’t remember his name but I remember his face, and what I was wearing … a navy-blue dress with a white collar and cuffs. I might have talked too much, since he never asked me out again.

And that was it for youthful romance. Once, Ira Trachtenberg, a shy blond boy who also lived in the projects, wanted to take me to Manhattan to see A Star Is Born with Judy Garland. But I was afraid he’d get beaten up, and then how would I get home to Brooklyn?

Besides, I liked Joey Bauman better. He was a tough guy. He could protect me. I have a great picture of the two of us. I’m sitting on his bike, and I don’t look too bad. Kind of cute, as opposed to my lousy graduation picture from middle school, with the worst 1950s hairstyle.

My best friend as a teenager was Barbara Sulman, who also lived in the projects. Years later, when I was shooting The Prince of Tides in New York, she left a note in my trailer on the street. I was so happy to hear from her and called to invite her back to visit. She looked exactly the same as she did at thirteen, only taller. We used to tell each other our dreams. I wanted to be a famous actress, and she wanted to be a secretary and have two kids and a husband. Both of us got our wish.

Barbara and I used to go to Brighton Beach together, Bay 2, spread out a towel, and lie in the sun. We’d slather ourselves in baby oil, with a few drops of iodine in the bottle to make our tans even darker. When I got home, I couldn’t wait to pull off my bathing suit, still gritty with sand, and take a shower. Then I could look at the contrast between the white, unexposed skin and the skin that was in the sun to see how tan I was. It was almost a competition. We would meet after our showers to compare our tans.

I did a lot of things on my own. I was always very independent. That probably happens when you have a parent who works. You learn how to fend for yourself.

I didn’t cook but I liked to bake … I was always looking to replicate that yellow cake I loved at the Bais Yaakov summer camp … Fischer’s cupcakes came the closest. And then I had other favorites. Ebinger’s, the German bakery around the corner from our building, had the best chocolate blackout cake. Schenley’s, the Jewish bakery, was where I’d go to buy a Charlotte Russe for a treat, just because it looked so pretty with that cherry on top. And then there was the Jewish “appetizing” store, Besterman’s, for sour green tomatoes, lox and bagels, and smoked butterfish
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