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Shortly after December 10, 1944, my mother, Ann Sothern, wrote a rather lengthy piece for a movie magazine: “A Valentine to My Beautiful Daughter Tisha.” It was a letter to me, expressing her love, hopes, and dreams for me. Included were the first pictures of us together, me in her arms, and photos of the whole family, including my father, actor Robert Sterling. I still have the article. Some years later, after my mother’s death in 2001, as I was sorting through the huge trunks full of photographs, letters, journals, and memorabilia documenting her life and the times she lived in, it was as if a whole world of her past through nine decades was revealing itself again. Suddenly I was inspired to respond to her valentine, and honor my mother at the end of her life, as she had honored me at my beginning.

This book, then, is that valentine, dedicated to Miss Ann Sothern—born Harriet Lake—a famous American lady, and my mother. To the world, she lived a huge Hollywood-style life, having a presence and quality that was completely unique. Music was at the core, and she had a huge talent. She could dance, sing, act, and be funny. She achieved fame first on stage, then the movies, and finally on television—a feat accomplished by very few actors and even fewer actresses—culminating in an Academy Award nomination for Whales of August in 1987, when she was seventy-eight years old.

Mother became a star at a time when stars were fewer and better loved than they are now. She was independent, a self-made woman in Hollywood who was never taken care of by a man. She made all of her own money, produced her own television series long before Mary Tyler Moore, and loved to live high on the fruits of her labor. And labor she did. I can only guess at the trials she must have endured during the thirties and forties, when Hollywood was more misogynistic than it is today. But my mother always had the ability to talk to men in a way that made them feel at ease with themselves, while still getting her way almost every time. This was a skill perhaps cultivated in the process of building a career in the backslapping, boys club of pre-adolescent Hollywood. She was, in a word, a feminist—before there were feminists.

A part of the visual valentine I offer now is in appreciation of my mother’s career: for the courage, stamina, and sacrifice this kind of achievement demands, especially for a woman. Though successful, she was extremely underappreciated in Hollywood—especially later in her life—for her real and very different personality, as well as for the astonishing and varied body of work she left behind (64 movies, 175 TV episodes). It is my valentine gift to honor her unique talent and legacy.

The other part of this valentine is for who my mother was as a person, and the life we shared together. We sent each other countless cards and valentines over the years—some loving, some bitter with jealousy and pride, some dripping with remorse. But all, in the end, written out of love, or at least a desire to love each other in the way that would make the other feel loved. Even during my wildest days as a privileged hippie and at the height of addiction in my thirties, I sent Mother “I still love you even though everything's all screwed up” cards. To everyone’s astonishment, I moved away from Hollywood to be near my mother, following her to Sun Valley, Idaho. In all honesty, and although I was not aware of it at the time, I was afraid to let go of her. When she became debilitated after a terrible accident onstage, I cared for her, with the help of many others, until she died.

This is a mother-and-daughter’s American Hollywood tale, spanning the ninety-two years of Ann Sothern’s life. It also tells the story of a rapidly changing America. I’ve tried to weave the fabric of these decades through words and images in this book. I’ve also tried to paint the picture of my mother and myself as real women, allowing for the tragic truths implicit in everyone’s life, and the humor and lessons that emerged. My mother was definitely on a journey. Spiritually, she started at one place and ended in another. It is my intention to trace that sometimes complicated but ultimately rewarding path. For part of loving someone is accepting their frailties. At the end of my mother’s life, there was a deeper love between us which clearly emerged and transformed both of us. This valentine honors that transformation.

Thank you for taking this journey with me.

Tisha
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Filming one of the Maisie series, Ringside Maisie, my mother met a member of the cast, the handsome up-and-coming actor Robert Sterling. They fell madly in love.
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During the Forties, Mother had a small coterie of best friends. Together they shared a sunny camaraderie. They shared in the joy of their husbands being home from the war, their children, their careers and long sunny days in Los Angeles when the air was clean and it was a beautiful safe haven. It was a special time, much more like a community. When she spoke of these times, I never got the sense that they were terribly competitive among each other. They gossiped like crazy, since I’m sure there was a lot to talk about. They enjoyed each other’s company and zany humor. They loved picnics, and went roller skating all over Beverly Hills. They gave their children birthday and Christmas parties that are hard to define in the real world. Tables strewn with magical fabrics, and a beautiful cake. Clowns to entertain us, making funny animal shapes with balloons, and real ponies to ride. Santa Claus would always appear at Christmastime and stories were read, and movies like Bambi and Snow White were shown. They had their cocktails in Steuben crystal glasses and wore their beautiful clothes and hats … . They had natural beauty about them, a sort of shiny quality like a tinted photograph. To me, no one has ever looked the same, or had that very special aura about them.

1942
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1943

My parents, Ann Sothern (born Harriet Lake), and Robert Sterling (born William J. Hart), married on May 23, 1943, nine short days after Mother’s divorce from Roger Pryor was official. My mother was already a star, and was filming Cry Havoc, one of the movies she shot in between the hugely successful Maisie films. Pop was also under contract with MGM and moving up the ladder. They were such a glamorous Hollywood couple. Mother took two days' leave from the set to get married. When she returned, the cast gave her a “ration wedding shower.” The U.S. was in the middle of a war it still didn’t know it would win, and both my mother and father were doing what they could for the war effort. Mom had joined the USO, visiting wounded servicemen and entertaining the troops. During that time, she became a favorite WWII pin-up girl, even having a plane named “Maisie” in her honor. And Dad was teaching flying in a flight school in Pecos, Texas. Like so many marriages during the war, my parents’ was impulsive and dangerous. They knew the war would separate them as soon as they were married. But the unsure world seemed to take the fear of commitment away. Though rushed, Mother of course wanted the wedding ceremony to have style. She made sure the orchid she wore as a corsage matched her three-quarter-length fuchsia gloves.
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After my mother’s death, I found a steel box that had been locked for many, many years. When I pried it open, I found love letters to my father. While reading them, the depth of her feeling for him suddenly came alive again. I was shocked that Mother had kept the letters, for it meant she really cared about Pop. She had a saying: “I just close the door.” And after she and pop were no more, that’s exactly what she did, but she did not lock her heart.

Monday--

Pookie Darling!

Here is the key to our grip, which is on its way to you by Railway Express. Don’t worry about the grip getting dirty sweetheart, cause I’ve got another slip cover for it—for when we need it on our “elegant” travels. It’s locked, darling so be careful of its key, won’t you? Also I’m doing something else for you, baby. Bob Taylor told me all about it—and I thought it was such a good idea, I’m doing it for you.

He has sent all his clothes (not shirts, ties, etc.) but street clothes to the Peerless Laundry, where they have a special storage service for Service Men. They are completely demothed—they hang upright, they’re insured—and taken care of perfectly. I’ve worried about your things being so packed into that trunk downstairs—and moths get into them so easily—and being in there so long—so I’m taking it upon myself to do this, baby. So when
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