

[image: ]




[image: ]





The cock crows, but the hen delivers the goods.

—ANON.







Introduction

I REMEMBER MY MOTHER POIGNANTLY SAYING TO ME MANY YEARS ago, “I'm an eighteen-year-old girl trapped in a fifty-three-year-old woman's body.”

I had no idea what she meant at the time, but today, being a good two years older than she was then, I find myself nodding in sad recognition.

Thankfully, we live in a world where fifty is the new thirty, and many of us are way ahead of our mothers in understanding the benefits of good nutrition and exercise and the importance of being proactive regarding our own health.

And let's be honest, we also have many more options today than our mothers did when it comes to advances in plastic surgery and dermatology.

So we're living longer and looking better longer than ever. But we're also suffering from more heart disease, more cancer, more depression, and more stress than at any other time in history.

Are we happier than our mothers were? Are we any wiser? Are we more content with our lives as we get closer and closer to equality in a “man's world”?

I guess it depends on who you talk to.

I can only speak for myself.

So here goes …

I have lived a very weird life, and while I'm not ashamed of it, I am sometimes embarrassed by the painful publicness of it. I have traveled down strange paths and have made camp in lonely places. I have dined with the dying and had cocktails with kings. I have seen injustice and I have seen miracles. Both have moved me to tears and to action. I have lived in the spotlight and under the microscope. And I have cried for days in the Valley of Despair and yet awakened on the mountaintop of a beautiful thing called Mercy.

Sound familiar?

It's called LIFE, and I'm sure you can relate to a lot of it.

So I have written this book in a style that is representative of my journey. It meanders. It pauses. It turns corners, and it surprises. And one day it will end.

I talk this way on television and I talk this way at home. I'm slapstick-silly one moment and drop-dead serious the next. I find the humor in tragedy and the underlying sadness in laughter. And in all of it I find a glimmer of hope.

I hope you will, too.




Eggspectations

SINCE THE BEGINNING OF TIME THE SAME QUESTION HAS BEEN asked over and over again: What came first? The chicken or the egg? Well, I'm happy to say that I finally have the answer.

It's neither. The chicken's mother came first.

That's right. The mother dropped an egg and the first chicken was hatched.

And that's what we chicks have been doing ever since.

So, if you're reading this, I have obviously not dropped my last egg yet.

Oh, sure, I dropped my last reproductive egg a few years ago. But my fertility eggs? Fuhgidaboutit.

I'm Fertile Myrtle now. I'm back to a daily grind on the Today show after an eight-year hiatus from television, I'm producing my fourth musical for the theater, I'm in development for two screenplays to be made into films, I'm halfway through writing my first novel, and I'm under deadline to finish this book by Christmas.

In other words, forget about a pig in mud. I'm more like a pregnant pig in placenta!

I share none of this information in a bragging way—on the contrary, I am so overwhelmed with gratitude that I still find joy and wonder and inspiration and challenge each day that I want to encourage everybody else to understand that the same sense of creative fertility is possible for them.

For years our society has perpetrated the perverse notion that once nature is done with us—especially women—we're done, too! “ONLY THOSE WHO OVULATE ALLOWED!” But it's a lie, and we don't have to cooperate with it. Who says we have to hoist our beefy carcass onto the gurney and disappear into the sunset? Not me. Because you know when we're really done? When we drop dead, that's when. And even then it's a whole different discussion about where we go from there.

But until that day comes, I believe we can experience creativity far beyond our wildest expectations. We can give birth daily to something beautiful and meaningful in ways we've never dreamed. Because when we're older, we are free from raising young kids, building careers, and managing households, all the while battling Midol headaches. I don't bloat anymore! Now it's just fat, but that's another essay. Think how much money we're all saving because we bypass the feminine hygiene shelves at the drugstore. Okay, you argue, but what about all the hormone replacement stuff and edamame we need now?

You're right, nothing's perfect. But that's really my point. Our lives stopped being perfect the moment we slipped out of the womb and got our heinies smacked.

Right then we should have realized that those days of sloshing around safe and sound in that amniotic fluid without a care in the world were over.

But, no. Then society started reinforcing that other ridiculous lie: that “happily ever after” crap.

We'd no sooner finish reading those fairy tale books when we'd start dreaming of our own Prince Charming, riding up on his Harley and carrying us away.

Oh, he rode up and carried us away all right. To a life of cooking, cleaning, birthing, and diapers. But we didn't mind, did we? We were doing what we were created to do AT THAT TIME in our lives.

But none of the books we were encouraged to read ever mentioned that Prince Charming might end up being a jerk or a lousy provider or even, unfortunately for some, gay, which is indeed problematic in a traditional marriage.

So even if he was a sweet, loving, hardworking heterosexual prince, chances are his breath stunk, or he was a slob, or he ate too much or developed hair in weird places or liked to play with his putter more than he liked to play with his wife. And if we women are really honest, we might even admit that we were no “picnic in the park” either. More like a “bologna sandwich in the backyard on a hot day with a storm coming.”

Truth is, if you live long enough, you're bound to be disappointed and you're bound to disappoint others in return.

For me it's been a matter of coming to grips with reality. Sometimes life doesn't march on; it limps. Sometimes it's on a walker and sometimes it's on an IV drip in the ICU. What's for sure is that we're going to have ups and downs, good days and bad, triumphs and tragedies, shock and awe, and everything in between no matter what the fairy tales told us.

How we deal with it is ultimately what makes the difference between a life well lived and a life, well, … lived.


S'Age

I'M SO TIRED OF READING THE WORD “AGING.” NOT BECAUSE IT'S A bad word in itself. A bottle of wine, a savings bond, certain cheeses, antiques, these are all examples where “aging” is considered an asset.

So why isn't that true of people? I mean, the opposite of aging is not aging. Therefore, if you're not aging—call me crazy, but I'm pretty sure you're dead. Now, I don't fear dying, but I don't particularly love the idea of being dead. It's just so final-sounding.

The problem I have is that the word “aging” is almost always attached to a celebrity of a “certain age.”

Example: Madonna, the aging rock star; Clint Eastwood, the aging actor/director; John McCain, the aging presidential candidate; Kathie Lee, the aging … Well, no need to dwell on that. You get my drift.

What about Paris Hilton? Am I missing something or is she not aging at the exact same rate that all of the above are? So why isn't she referred to as “the aging celebutard”?

Scientifically, we're all aging one second at a time, day by day, year by year.

Thus the adjective is being used, really, to say something else. But, what exactly? That someone is beginning to show their age? Maybe, but that's not true of Madonna. She's fifty but she's got the body of a twenty-year-old. Granted, Clint Eastwood looks like the Rock of Gibraltar, but I think the Rock of Gibraltar is beautiful. John McCain? I think after five and a half years in a Vietnamese prison camp and cancer, he looks amazing. And Kathie Lee? She doesn't look a day under sixty.

Hey, it's not complicated. Every day has twenty-four hours in it. The richest person in the world gets the same allotment that the poorest person gets. The difference is the poor guy is better off. He'll never have to read “Bill Gates, the aging billionaire …”

Lucky schmuck.


Da Agony of da Feet

IF YOUR EYES ARE THE WINDOW OF YOUR SOUL, WHAT THE HECK are your feet? It's frightening to think what my feet say about me. If genetics are the “sole” determinator then my feet say that I am a hard-loving, hardworking (by hooker standards), much traveled, extremely gnarly person.

Oh, and one more thing, each of my big toes lives in a different zip code from the rest of my foot, so I bet that suggests a sort of schizophrenic existentialism. I don't have a clue what that actually means but it felt good writing it.

Anyway, back to my feet. Because they are fascinating. I remember my mother telling me about her grandmother and the horrendous pain she suffered from the crippling arthritis she had in her feet. My mother can be incredibly descriptive when she wants to be, and the picture she drew of Great-Grandma Florence Kathryn's feet succeeded in making me pray that I would never live to be that old. But I have. My mother's mother died of tuberculosis when my mother was only two years old, so Mom never did get a good look at her own mother's feet. But I have a sneaking suspicion they looked a lot like my mother's.

Now, my mother, Joanie, is a gorgeous woman from her ankles up—I mean, Miss America beautiful—but her feet wouldn't win an honorable mention in the Most Beautiful Pig competition at the county fair. They have more than their fair share of bunions (the size of Delaware and Rhode Island), corns, calluses, neuromas, hammertoes, and various and sundry other ailments. And just like our great-grandmother before us, my sister, Michie, and I inherited the feet from hell. We really shouldn't call them feet; they're more like hooves. Even in my baby pictures you can already see the beginning of a small growth beside my big toe. So it was inevitable that I would also someday have wicked-stepsister feet even if I did nothing but sit around on my lard butt all day wearing orthopedic shoes.

But noooo, I had to choose show business. Ta da! Two shows a night, on a raked (angled) stage, and grueling choreography—all in four-inch Manolo Blahnik heels. See? I was stupid long before Carrie Bradshaw was. Forty years stupider. I would show you these feet I've just described, but I'm not able to. Nope. 'Cause I don't have 'em anymore. At the age of fifty-four I took a good long look at my face. Then I took a good long look at my feet. And as much as I thought I could use a face-lift, it was no contest. Hands down, the feet won.

I was tired of my feet telling me where I was gonna go, what I was gonna do, and how long I was gonna be able to do it. So I made an appointment with a Zimbabwean surgeon (don't ask), and on November 16, 2007, I had both of my feet completely redone. I spent the next week in abject agony, and I spent the next month contemplating the murder of a certain Zimbabwean surgeon. Then, all of a sudden, miracle of miracles, the stitches came out, the pins came out, the ugly boots came off, and the Zimbabwean surgeon became a genius. I am now a veritable born-again, back to life Ginger Rogers. I'm seriously considering Dancing with the Stars, running the New York marathon, and becoming a Rockette, all the while moonlighting as a foot model for Manolo Blahnik himself.

So the moral of the story is: Reach for the stars, baby. But make sure your feet are up for the trip.

Now, about my face …


Cheers

RECENTLY I WAS INVITED TO A VERY CHIC, VERY SOPHISTICATED birthday party for my friend Barbara Taylor Bradford. Barbara is the celebrated author of twenty-four books and a fabulous woman. The magnificent private room at Le Cirque restaurant in New York City was filled with maybe thirty women of various ages, backgrounds, and interests. You would recognize most of them by name if I mentioned them, but I'm trying hard to keep from offending more people than absolutely necessary, so they shall remain nameless.

Anyway, after a delicious lunch it was time for the birthday toasts. The first to clink her glass and rise to speak was Edwina Churchill. With her elegant bearing and lovely English accent she began, “My grandfather Winston [yes, that Churchill] was a man of …” and she went on for quite some time about his accomplishments, which as you know from history were pretty remarkable by anyone's standards.

Finally, as Edwina came to a close, she lifted her champagne glass even higher into the air and said, “And so, my dear Barbara, my grandfather Winston Churchill would have loved you.”

After we all said “Hear, hear” and took a sip, a deathly silence filled the once cheery room. I guarantee you the thought every one of us was thinking was “How the hell do you follow that?”

But being the fool that I am and always will be, I clinked my glass and stood to speak. (Hey, somebody had to!)

Looking lovingly at my friend, I said, “Barbara, my grandfather Meyer Epstein was a bootlegger, a snake charmer, and a carnival barker.” I paused for dramatic effect. “And he would have loved you even more!”

Everyone laughed except Edwina, who has never spoken to me since.

What's the point of the story? I'm not sure, except to make note of the fact that our families are our families and each one of us has to come to some place of acceptance about that eventually. The sooner we do, the sooner we'll come to a place of peace about our own purpose in life.

Right, Edwina?

Cheers.


King Charles, the Omniscient

MOST WOMEN GO CRAZY OVER GEORGE CLOONEY.

Me, I'm in love with Charles Krauthammer. Oh, calm down. Frank knows all about it. Every time he turns on Fox News Channel, there Charles Krauthammer is, and Frank immediately says, “There's your boyfriend.”

I make absolutely no attempt to persuade him differently. Why? you may ask. Why do I love Charles Krauthammer? Because he is the single smartest man on the planet, and knowledge is power. That's why.

So, if knowledge is power and Charles Krauthammer is the smartest man on earth, then Charles Krauthammer is the most powerful man on the planet. And we all know that power is the greatest aphrodisiac on earth.

P.S. I'm sure this is going to crush George Clooney, but he's just gonna have to get over it.


Mutt's Up?

THERE IS SUCH A HUGE DEBATE IN OUR COUNTRY OVER IMMIGRATION. It's interesting to me on a deeper level than politics because we're all, in essence, immigrants of one kind or another. Except for the Native Americans. Now, they really got the shaft. Think about it. Only the ones that own casinos seem to have gotten a piece of the American pie.

I'll admit, my ancestors didn't come over on the Mayflower. I'm no pedigree. My dad's father, Meyer Epstein, came over on a steamer from Saint Petersburg, Russia, right after the turn of the century. That would be the century before this one— around 1900.

He was a Russian Jew and he married my dad's mother, Evelyn, who by all accounts was a full-blooded Native American. So we nicknamed Daddy “Sitting Shiva.”

My mother Joanie's parents had completely different heritages. Her father was from a distinguished publishing family in Toronto, Canada, directly descended from the brilliant writer Rudyard Kipling. Her mother came from Brooklyn, born of German stock. Joanie's nickname was “Cuddles” Cuttell. Apparently Mom was very popular, but she won't tell me why.

So, Sitting Shiva and Cuddles fell in love as most human beings are wont to do, and they started a little dynasty of their own. Right off the bat they had David Paul, Kathryn Lee, and Michele Suzanne. Three little Epsteins, just like the Three Little Pigs, but more like three little Russian Jewish German French Canadian Indians.

In other words, “American.”
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Joanie, here with Dad, has that “Oh, you want my picture?” look down pat.
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Leaving Live

FOR EIGHT YEARS AFTER LEAVING LIVE WITH REGIS AND KATHIE Lee people asked me why I'd left. Like most huge decisions in one's life, there was no easy answer. The truth is that sometimes circumstances converge like one perfect emotional storm, and there, right in the middle of the tsunami, is the real answer.

In 1993 my daddy began to show little signs of forgetfulness and disorientation. First we thought it was just a natural result of aging. He was around seventy at the time, but as things got worse, we had him tested, hoping against hope that it wasn't Alzheimer's.

Well, the good news was that it wasn't Alzheimer's. The bad news was that it was something that in some ways was even worse.

Daddy had a disease called Lewy body dementia, a rare but horrifyingly degenerative condition that lasts an average of seven years from the first symptoms until death.

None of us had ever heard of it before, but my sister, Michie, was on top of it from day one. I think she ended up knowing as much about Lewy body as Daddy's doctors at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore did.

Needless to say it was an emotional, devastating time for us, as it is for any family with a terminally ill loved one. I decided to keep the situation private. I never spoke of it on Live for two reasons: one, because it was just too painful, and two, because I couldn't bear to have cameras shoved into my daddy's face, trying to capture lucrative shots of “Kathie Lee's Dying Father” for the tabloids.

My daddy had lived his life with extraordinary dignity, and he deserved to die with that same dignity.

And so began the tremendously sad ordeal of watching him suffer as his once brilliant brain stopped sending the right signals to his various vital organs until they ultimately shut down, one by one.

My mom and Michie shared the huge burden of his daily care with so much love and devotion and tenderness that it would take a book to describe it faithfully.

My brother, Dave, a pastor in New York City, and I traveled to see them as often as we could. I shipped my daddy's beloved Maryland blue crabs to him even in the dead of winter, knowing that nothing delighted him more.

Until, of course, the day arrived when he grasped a crab and, unsure of what to do with it, attempted to eat it whole. I can't express the heartbreak of that moment.

From then on we all picked the crabs for him, especially my daughter, Cassidy, who loved feeding the small morsels of crabmeat to her Pop Pop bite by bite.

It was during this difficult time in my father's decline that I discovered a love for something I'd never realized I loved at all.

In the summer of 1999, while we were on vacation in Colorado, I got a call from my live performance agent, Kenny DiCamillo, inquiring whether I was interested in returning to the Rainbow and Stars nightclub for two weeks of performances before it was scheduled to close a few months later. I wasn't doing much nightclub work anymore, but the surprising truth was, I was interested. The room held special memories for me for lots of reasons, and I was sad that it was closing.

“Tell them yes, Kenny,” I told him. “And I'll put together a whole new show.”

Well, once I hung up the phone, I realized I'd have to acknowledge somewhere during the performance all that I'd been going through in the tabloids for several years by then.

And it wasn't pretty.

I had become the tabloid queen, which, by the way, is royalty you never want to be and a throne you never want to sit on.

In 1996 an activist named Charles Kernighan stood up in Congress and accused me of tolerating the abuse of underage garment workers in Honduras during the production of my clothing line for Wal-Mart.

It was like being hit by a Mack truck at warp speed. Frank and I were about a month away from opening Cassidy's Place in New York City—the new home for the Association to Benefit Children. The facility would help tackle the growing AIDS and crack-addiction epidemics among New York City's children by offering comprehensive family support services, foster care and adoption programs, integrated developmental day care for homeless children whose parents participated in employment programs, a mentoring program, and a therapeutic day nursery for some of New York City's most medically fragile children, with a special focus on children up to age five who suffer from severe disabilities and serious medical conditions such as cancer and AIDS. This was a four-story state-of-the-art facility on East Eighty-sixth Street that we had spent many millions of dollars building—and much of the money had come from the sale of my clothing line.
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First Lady Hillary Clinton and I share something apparently extremely funny at the opening of Cassidy's Place in New York City, June 1996.

Hillary Clinton, the first lady at the time, had agreed to come to New York and cut the ribbon after several frustrating years of construction, which had followed several frustrating years of battling city hall. It should have been a joyous celebratory time. Instead it became a nightmare.

I had been an advocate for children since I was a child myself. “Surely,” I thought, “no one could possibly believe that I suddenly woke up one morning and said to myself, ‘I think I'll put a few suffering children to work today in some sweatshops. Yeah, that sounds like fun.’”

Well, unfortunately, the media outcry was so huge and so one-sided that people did believe it. Or else they just wanted to believe it. All I know is that instead of opening a facility for AIDS and crack babies, I was suddenly forced to use all my energies to salvage my reputation.

No one seemed to care about the truth. The truth wouldn't have sold many newspapers or magazines. And it certainly wouldn't have spiced up the nightly news telecasts.

So week after week Frank and I struggled to understand the origins of such a heinous accusation.

One day in the middle of the firestorm, I walked into the Live studio and said hello to our audience. One lady in particular waved wildly to me, pointing to her dress, which I immediately recognized as one from my Wal-Mart collection.

“You look great!” I remarked.

Suddenly she turned very serious and said, “When that man said those things about you, I went right to Wal-Mart and bought five of your dresses!”

I was so grateful to her and to the hundreds of thousands of others she represented, who were supporting me rather than vilifying me.

I remember appearing on Larry King Live at the time, and when Larry said, “I guess the profits from your clothing line at Wal-Mart have really plummeted,” I was able to honestly answer, “Actually, they've gone through the roof.”

People had come to know me over the years through their television set, and nothing they read about me or heard about me changed what they knew about me: I wasn't perfect, but there was no way on God's green earth I would ever do anything to knowingly hurt a child.

I wanted to hug that lady, and after the show, I actually did.

People like this wonderful woman, along with my family and incredibly faithful friends, sustained me through the ugly months that followed. Unless you have stood before a press corps that is licking their chops in anticipation of your soon-to-be ripped-off flesh, it's impossible for you to fully understand what this experience was like.

I used to open my eyes in the morning after a fitful sleep, relieved to realize I had been having a nightmare, but as the world focused, it would sadly dawn on me that all the evil and ugliness was real. I would gird all the strength I had for the day and the battle ahead.

I'll tell you one thing. You sure learn who your real friends are. The ones who distanced themselves at the time are still distanced. And the ones who drew closer are nearer than they'll ever know.

“You shall know the truth, and the truth will set you free” are the truest words I know.

Even in the darkest days, I found a strange solace in the knowledge that I'd had no knowledge of any abuse of any kind.

What we eventually found out was that the man behind the media firestorm was a union organizer. The National Labor Committee he worked for had an office at the UNITE apparel union in New York City, and Charles Kernighan, my accuser, was presumably hoping that by dragging me into a national media frenzy, Wal-Mart would finally be forced to unionize because of the public shame. That didn't happen.

What did happen is that our family went through several years of absolute hell.

Yes, Cassidy's Place opened. Yes, Hillary Clinton cut the ribbon. Yes, I continued on Live with Regis and Kathie Lee. But I would never be the same human being I'd been before.

I can't describe what it's like to have everything you stand for, everything you've worked for your whole life, held up for public ridicule and contempt by people who couldn't care less whether you deserve the ridicule or not.

It was the first time in my life when I actually contemplated taking my children and raising them in another country.

This wasn't the America I believed in. This wasn't the country my father had defended in World War II.

And this certainly wasn't the America I wanted to teach my children to love and support and respect. All I wanted to do was quit my clothing line and remove myself from any association with such obscenity. But President Clinton asked me to stay on. Labor Secretary Robert Reich asked me to stay. So did New York governor George Pataki and New York attorney general Dennis Vacco. Every one of them believed that my involvement in the political process would result in much needed reform.

So I prayed like a woman on death row.

Prayer has always been a way of life for me, but I held on to it for dear life then. I prayed for guidance and strength and courage—everything I didn't have at the time and needed so





































































































































































































Fifty-six years ago a beautiful woman named Joanie dropped an egg and named it me. She has been an inspiration, a comfort, a strength, and an exasperation because she has been a very good mother.

I dedicate these pages to her because, together with my daddy, she taught me how to live, how to grow, and how to dream.

But it was Joanie who taught me how to laugh.

I love you, Mom.

Thank you.
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| KNOW Al Gore didn't invent the Inter-
net. But | did invent Span. Al right, not
Spanx, exactly. But the concept of Span.

Years ago | wanted the look of 2 bare leg
on TV but | wanted the control of my trusty
Givenchy Body Smoothers around my lard
ass, thighs, and stomach. So one day | took
my scissors and cut my trusty Givenchy Body
Smoothers right above the knee. Then |
showed Regis on live TV. Then somebody
sawiton five TV and invented Spanx.

Damn. SPANX FOR NOTHING.
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