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ACADEMY AWARD-WINNING ACTRESS TURNED BESTSELLING AUTHOR SHIRLEY MACLAINE DAZZLES US WITH THE SUBJECT SHE KNOWS MOST INTIMATELY—HOLLYWOOD. IN THE MEMOIR THAT MADE HEADLINES, SHE TALKS ABOUT …

Her wildly unconventional marriage to Steve Parker

“As soon as [we met], I knew my life was to take a new course…. Our connection had the shock of destiny to it…. There was nothing I could have done to alter or avoid the experience we were intended to have together.”

Her friendship with the Clan—especially Frank Sinatra

“I was comfortable and friendly being around the guys in the group because I was perceived by most of them as a mascot. I was the only woman they allowed in the house, but that was because there had been a kind of communal decision made that I wasn’t really a girl—I was a pal, maybe even one of the boys.”

The movie she made with Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis

“Dean, not Jerry, was the funny one to me. His humor was subtle, spontaneous—a result of the moment. Jerry’s was brilliant, but usually premeditated.”

Her love affair with Robert Mitchum

“He saw himself as a common stiff, born to be lonely. … I willingly fell into the role of rescuer, saving him from himself.”

Her take on Hollywood lives

“I don’t know many really happy people in Hollywood. There is always that look lurking behind the eyes of the accomplished. It’s the look of ‘lostness.’ … Any one of them would be nostalgic for the days of struggle.”

Her Oscar-winning film, Terms of Endearment

“I began the scene—I was on the telephone with Emma while Jack slept. Suddenly, under the covers, I felt a tongue on my ankle. It went up my leg and then it stopped. … I realized it was Debra under the covers.”

And much, much more …



“Robust, ribald stories … juicy.”

—People

“Readers should find MacLaine’s memoirs as entertaining as her films.”

—Associated Press
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FOR SACHI
With all my love

AND TO PETER
For being there







BY SHIRLEY MACLAINE

“Don’t Fall Off the Mountain”
You Can Get There from Here
Out on a Limb
Dancing in the Light
It’s All in the Playing
Going Within
Dance While You Can











The great mystery is not that we should have been thrown down here at random between the profusion of matter and that of the stars; it is that from our very prison we should draw, from our own selves, images powerful enough to deny our nothingness.

André Malraux            
La Condition Húmame
(“Man’s Fate”)            
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Preface
STAR FALLOUT

We live in a world of images. They bombard us twenty-four hours a day. If not in the newspapers or on our television screens, then most certainly in our heads. The birthplace of many of those images is Hollywood, where artists create the illusion of infinite possibilities. Hollywood dangles golden fruit on branches that are out of reach for so many, yet it also inspires hope and optimism.

The image of Hollywood itself is that of a universe of stars, a great factory of power with rotating constellations of success and failure, with times and tides of creative fulfillment as well as of humiliation. Now, as I sit and reflect on myself and on the reality of what happened during my years in Hollywood, I want to go behind the image that I was part of, that I drew to myself. The reality of Hollywood is that every person creates his or her own image, and in the process can so easily be exalted or ruined, held aloft in the light or burned out by his or her own luminosity.

Once I hit the golden shores of the American Dream, no matter where I went or what I did, Hollywood was the place I always returned to. It was the place that made me feel I could walk on water—if I knew where the sand bars were. It taught me discernment. It glistened in the dark like a tinsel township that sailed so fast and used so much of my fuel, I often felt I was struggling toward a future that was already the past. It has all been so swift, yet so slow—slow in the struggle to achieve perfection, fast when it really went wrong … but always so enlightening … so meant-to-be.

Hollywood was the land where I did any damn thing I wanted because, more than any place on earth, it offered me the opportunity to create my own reality: the reality of success; the reality of failure. It taught me that success was always temporary, and failure, a lesson about self. It taught me that winning and losing were essentially the same and the secret was to treat each with equal detachment. I ventured out in the real world, collected experiences, cultural artifacts, friends from faraway places with strange-sounding names, and returned to Hollywood a deeper, more knowledgeable person who sometimes tried to incorporate what I had learned on the screen. Hollywood was the place where I utilized anything I thought I was, and explored so much of what I was afraid I was not.

Hollywood was a playground, with emotions, people, audiences, and costars as my playmates. Whatever I could paint with my characters on celluloid I felt I could identify in life, and vice versa.

When I was younger and in the thick of the experience, Hollywood didn’t seem so cosmically miraculous to me. It was play, definitely, but it was also hard work. I was learning. I was struggling to stay afloat, to understand what was happening to me. I had fun and I had depression, oh yes, but I didn’t take the time to revel completely in the fullness of either. I was too busy regarding myself—keeping an eye on the future and looking over my shoulder at the past—to understand the miracle of the breathtaking creativity around me. Now, in retrospect, how I wish I had appreciated the real reason for Hollywood’s magic … the creative people. The extraordinary individuality of those talented human beings who surrounded me at every level, some of whom I had loved and admired since childhood. I wish I had lived more in the moments of their laughter, their love, and their turmoil. I wish so much now that I had seized the moments then to fully appreciate them.

Only now as I write this do I realize how much I missed of their true meaning. It is a cliché that youth is wasted on the young, but a true one. We think so much about ourselves, not realizing that we are truly mirrored in the people around us.

So as I recollect my feelings and celebrate, with tardiness, part of my forty years in Hollywood, I am curious, even surprised, as I wander around in my memory, at the people whom I feel the need to dwell upon, to understand, and resolve my feelings for. All observations are clues to oneself, and I realize now how important it is to take myself seriously in observing others. Why do these people emerge from my memories as leading players in my play? Because they set me on my course and they taught me many things. When I was a young girl in Hollywood, they were the people destiny provided as my guides. And later, as the years passed, these people were my mirrors. I feel profoundly lucky to have known them. I want to thank these stars who were lucky for me, who enriched and troubled my life, who brightened my days and my nights. These people who were so generous with the expression of their hopes and fears and joys and even neuroses, because now I see that they served as reflections for some of my own problems. I celebrate all of them, these children of creative genius who came to light up and reflect the world. These people who struggled with themselves and persevered, demonstrating the need all of us have to know ourselves better. These people who were responsible for showing me how to love and be more understanding.
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THE QUESTION

Not long ago I was having lunch in New York with a friend when he asked me a question that set me to thinking deeply.

“How did you manage,” he said, “after so many years in the minefields of Hollywood, to retain the capacity to have your feelings hurt?”

The question stunned me. I couldn’t answer.

My friend pressed on. “I want to know,” he said, “why you haven’t become one of those well-functioning thing people? The ones with shrewd dead eyes who no longer live behind their faces; the ones who operate successfully but can’t feel pain anymore. One of those people who got what they wanted from Hollywood, but never knew what they wanted from themselves. How come that didn’t happen to you?”

I sat in silence. I couldn’t reply. Why was it good that I could still have my feelings hurt? It was awful. It made me angry and sometimes cruel. I couldn’t simply be hurt and leave it at that. So why was that praiseworthy? I became confused, left the restaurant, and went back to my hotel. For a long time I sat by the window and gazed out at Central Park. I had begun my career in New York. I was from the East Coast, yet Hollywood was now my home. In every way. And it had been for more than forty years. I did my first picture when I was twenty. But was my friend right? Was I really not jaded, dead-eyed, and shrewd? There was so much neither he nor anyone really knew. I had been naive to the point of denial. Was that because I never really allowed Hollywood to hurt me? Had I encased myself in a pleasant bubble of light while denying the darkness outside? Had I chosen to be unaware of the chunks Hollywood and some of the people around me had bitten from my heart because to acknowledge the truth would extinguish my enthusiasm?

My mind spun.

Another friend had accused me once of being relentlessly optimistic. My daughter had said I trusted too much, purposefully ignoring other people’s demons and my own as well. Now, as I stared out the window, I understood what she had meant. I had denied so much in my personal life, but that was what had allowed me to go on. Yet I was fully aware that most people in Hollywood were motivated by their own internal demons. The kings and queens of power held on to those demons as an identification. Neurosis was a protective coverlet a great deal of the time, and provided the impulse for their ambition. They were quick to reject before suffering rejection from others. No, I knew Hollywood could be a torture chamber of rejection. It could shred you, bleed you, tinker with your sanity, leave you torn and tattered along the highway of the misbegotten. And now, as I thought about my friend’s question, I remembered all the times people had said to me, “How come you keep popping back up again?” Was my longevity the result of having experienced Hollywood at arm’s length? Or had I taken pain and turned it into something else? I never wanted to adopt a mask. I feared that my face would grow into it.

A mask was too confining anyway. I wanted, I needed to be free … free of any image I would create. Free of dependency upon it, free of committing myself completely to it or to anything else for that matter … there it was … I wanted to be free of the long-term soul-searing pain that only comes from committing completely to something. So as snow began to fall on the park and my mind whirled backward in time, I thought, My friend is only partially right about me. Yes, I can still be hurt by Hollywood, but no, not deeply because I never honestly committed myself to the requirements of the town in the first place.

Instead I think I regarded Hollywood as a game. A game of expression, a game of humor, of love, of power, money, and fame. A game of created illusion where pain itself would be a choice. To me Hollywood was a place to learn, a test site for my identity, a new land where I could experience anything and evolve from it. But the game that I played exacted a high personal price. From the moment I came to Hollywood, I knew I would never be from Richmond, Virginia, again.

People in Hollywood are usually sophisticated in wading through certain shoals of human behavior, inept and maladroit in others. Human behavior is, after all, our business, our work, our survival: The more we understand its underbelly, the better we can play our parts. But more to the point, the more we understand ourselves, the better we are at our work. This is not an easy task because we so often enjoy playing other people in order to avoid who we are. Most of us have had therapy and, for the last ten years, have begun to understand that we are spiritual as well as physical and mental beings. This helps. We are becoming more and more conversant with the “Karma” of our behavior. Therefore, with our growing spiritual sophistication we understand the profound necessity to take complete responsibility for our words and actions. Well, maybe not complete, because we are also possessed of insecurities, envy, and jealousy; within our own creative community, we are often suspicious of each other. Therefore, even among friends, guarding the safety of one’s own heart and position is paramount. Often we feel reluctant not only to allow our hearts to be opened and examined, but also reluctant to see others put themselves in the same position. We know that sharing that kind of intimacy can lead to the agony of feeling used—and of using. Yet it becomes excruciatingly clear, all too soon, in this land of reel life, that if we can know and understand the murky depths of our coworkers, we have a fallback position for our own ultimate survival. Knowledge of self … numero uno. Knowledge of others a close second.

People in show business call everyone else “civilians.” That’s because we think no one else is hip enough to understand the depth of emotion in any given situation. We are an insecure yet arrogant breed. We can’t believe that any other line of work so challenges the human heart, its terrors and demons, or indeed its joys and scaled heights of ecstasy. So within our community—our social lives, our relationships, our problems with our children, our attempts to sustain friendship, even the way we conduct meetings, script conferences, and character-development talks—Hollywood people tend to revel in the belief that we are more free and more open and more explorative about ourselves in relation to our own product (ourselves) than, say, a CEO at General Motors or a guy selling baby food or tract houses. And we know that even with all our explorations of self and others we tend to manipulate what we find to suit our own individual needs. Sometimes we don’t even know we’re doing it, but we are. Manipulation is often our livelihood, our technique of choice in order to succeed at being noticed, acknowledged, and loved. Like Oscar Wilde’s definition of a cynic, we sometimes know the price of everything and the value of nothing.

From the time I was six, movies have been important to me. I’m not sure why. I would sit for hours in the movie house, becoming the characters who shone down from the screen. I loved the feeling of being totally immersed in the story, the relationships, the drama.

Perhaps the reason was as simple as wanting to get out of the house. Or perhaps early on I had the feeling that there was, as Walt Whitman wrote, “a multitude of humanity within me,” and I enjoyed identifying with the multitude on the screen.

My brother, Warren, and I went to the movies every Saturday and stayed for as long as we could sit there. And sometimes sitting in the movie house wasn’t enough. Sometimes we would go “behind” the movie house and listen to the dialogue of pictures that were particularly horror-filled, like Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman or the torture scenes from The Purple Heart. Perhaps, symbolically, we viewed these films from behind so that we could surprise-attack anything that frightened us. Perhaps we needed the option of recreating the truth the way we wanted it to be.

This business of rewriting the truth, of creating the reality we desired, is of course at the bottom of every thing. I think I was interested in Hollywood so early because I knew that every day of my life I was doing what they were doing every day of their lives up there on the screen. “Acting”—we were all acting. Only the movie actors knew how to do it best. Acting in relationships, acting within families, acting in jobs. It seemed to me that we were all acting out our lives according to what was in our own best interests. I know I learned very early to act my life according to how much in or out of control I was in any given situation. If I wanted something from my father, I would put my little feet together pigeon-toe style, tilt my head, and smile. I got what I wanted every time. If I wanted a boyfriend, I’d charm then withdraw, or even use my vulnerability to seem helpless and needy so that he could define a role for himself in our relationship. I acted my life very often according to my need to be loved. Not so different from how Hollywood works.

In my particular family, we were very aware, very early, that we needed to learn how to act in order to get attention. After all, Mother was a teacher of dramatics and a reader of poetry and an actress herself in little-theater work. And Dad was a musician, a teacher, and an actor of supremely high standing in the living room. They both had personalities like very subtle vaudevillians; therefore, finding out “how it was done” became a high priority very early in our lives. How else could we compete with them for attention?

That must be true of every child, basically. But I think Hollywood’s luminaries begin to practice the art of being loved at a very young age. I can’t say that I wasn’t loved as a child—not at all. I remember feeling temperamental, though, and ignored. I used to scream and yell and bite the back of my hand until it bled before I could get a rise out of my mother. She existed in her own world of forbearance, exuding patience and tolerance almost to the point of paralysis, it seemed. She was Canadian and not at all demonstrative with her feelings. So as I erupted from time to time in order to arouse her passion, I saw that it required ever increasing levels of drama on my part to elicit a response. This was frustrating, to say the least, until finally she quietly consulted the pediatrician, who simply recommended she turn the hose on me to calm me down. I never felt any of her come through that water though. Of course, I wanted a demonstration of love, but I would have settled for some passionate anger from her, or hysterical frustration; even sadism would have sent a tidbit of emotional spontaneity traveling through those harsh droplets of water. But there was nothing, just a forceful spray that was sometimes cold, but not much else. Just the advice from the doctor once removed.

My dad internalized most of his tumultuous emotions and suppressed them with liquor. There were some dramas with him though. Every now and then he’d come home drunk, set something on fire, leave again until the wee hours, then return and sleep till noon. But at least he was more broad stroked in his emotions. I knew what he was feeling. He’d curse at the communists and bemoan the “niggers” who ruined his lawn and often I’d see him reduced to tears in front of the television set at two o’clock in the morning while they played “The Star-spangled Banner.”

But for the most part, my childhood was painfully regular (which is to say, probably dysfunctional), a breeding ground for the emotional terrain of show business.

People in Hollywood understand that the need to be loved and to have attention paid is fundamental in their lives. We have not put these childish demands aside and “grown up.” Instead we’ve made a business out of it. A business and an art. What an impossible combination. We have forever banished ourselves from being regular. Regular people decided to grow up, or they found a safe place, like a corporation, where they still had an external structure, a mother and a father, so to some extent they never had to grow up. In either case, they became “civilians.” We reflections of the silver screen remained in the ranks of those who are emotionally needy, forever dedicated to getting attention, to being loved however and whenever we desire. We make “pretend” real and have from the beginning.

In my case I pretended that I was Rita H ay worth. God how I loved her long red, wavy hair, and her dancing, and her tempestuous ways. I had long, wavy red hair like she did. And I was a dancer too. It wasn’t such a stretch. I wanted to be alluring and vulnerable like Rita, because even though she could be difficult and was sometimes battered and bruised, she ended up being loved.

I adored Eleanor Powell’s tap dancing because my father said she was the best at it. And if I learned to whirl and tap dance too, then he would love me.

I loved Fred Astaire because he could do anything with props and I was forever juggling something when I played.

All of these stars accomplished what I longed to do. And somehow, way back then, I knew there was a science to it, a well-schooled glorification of oneself—playing in the right light, having beautifully coiffed hair, teeth that sparkled, and shoes that clicked on the pavement. The science of perfection. The gods and goddesses were perfect even in their dishevelment. They were perfect in their anguish. They were perfect in their reactions to their traumas. It wasn’t like my life, which was okay and pleasant enough, but was somehow only lived and not observed and celebrated.

So, when I first came to Hollywood, still in my teens, and shook hands with my beloved Clark Gable, and noticed that the cuffs on his shirts were frayed; or when I turned around to meet my idol, Alan Ladd, and had to lower my eyes two feet in order to see his face because he was so short; or when I met my favorite, Doris Day, and saw that her eyes were really too close together and her freckles were more prominent than the ones I hated on my own face, I began to realize that the queens and kings of my illusions were only people just like me.

I had sat mesmerized by these people for so many years. That they were actually human beings was a swift shock to my system, almost beyond my comprehension.

In the absence of spontaneously expressed feelings in our family home, I had erected fantasy perfection for my idols. They were not supposed to be regular. They were not supposed to feel, or hurt, or cry—not for real. They were perfect. So the expectations I had visited upon them were not fair. Also I came to see that they suffered from Hollywood’s most common psychological sickness … undeservability. We devote our lives and energy to being noticed and then suffer from feeling we don’t deserve it because we believe we can’t truly deliver what is expected of us.

I remember the environment of being a new star in Hollywood, full of my own anxieties about undeserved attention. I had devoted my life and energy to being noticed, only to find that I was afraid I wouldn’t live up to what was expected of me. I didn’t want to be served, so much. I didn’t want the assistants to bring me lunch or the wardrobe girls to shop for me. I was not comfortable that the state of my well-being attracted so much attention. Whether that was because I had come from the world of ballet, where everything was a private institutionalized struggle, or whether it was because I had worked so long on Broadway, where sweat and discipline were rewarded more by direct praise than by attention and pampering, or whether it was because I, personally, insisted on remaining free from being enclosed in a prison of privilege, I didn’t feel like being singled out and put on a pedestal. The height was too rarefied for breathing, the fall, when it came, too far. But as everything in our lives relates to childhood conditioning, I think I found myself in a position of finally garnering attention, and as my mother cast a weary but demanding look in my direction, I found that I feared I had wasted her time with my insistent temperament. I was afraid I basically had nothing to say.

I remember the class distinctions of the old days. On a set the makeup people, the hair people, the costume people stayed to themselves and rarely associated with “star” people. I was continually crossing over those lines, usually to be admonished by a production manager or an assistant director who, for some reason, didn’t like it. So I’d go back to my trailer confused. I needed to ask inhabitants of the real-people world about their lives. The real people were the ones I identified with. The stars were idols who possessed secrets of perfection I knew nothing about.

And I didn’t like it when the real people fell silent at a producer’s approach. Early on I perceived a subtle fear in their faces, a kind of blank-eyed expression of concern that the higher-ups, “above the line”—the director, writers, actors—might not be happy with something. It was the kind of subtle fear I had as an unrecognized child. The better part of valor would be to have no opinion rather than risk disagreement, because disagreement meant time, and time was money, and it was therefore all so wearisome. So unless a real person was willing to go to the mat and be fired out of principle, those production people usually swallowed their differences and “went along.” That didn’t mean they refrained from airing their feelings among themselves. Sometimes I overheard what they really thought of me or others, only to have to deal with their hypocrisy later on. A set at any given time could be so golden-threaded in its web of subtle deceit that Pinocchio would have felt right at home. But their personal service to a star was out of the fabled French courts, and most of the time I think they meant it. Of course they were expected to serve us, but they genuinely seemed to love and enjoy us lords and ladies of the silver screen. I, in the meantime, felt caught in the conflict between being real and being reel.

The real people could often be quite insistent about what they thought we should look like. Sometimes I felt they were changing my face, my hair, the contours of my body, just because they needed to pull a power trip. If I refused a suggestion, they’d say “fine”—and sigh with deep distaste. They’d then go to the above-the-line “reel” people and protest, with discretion of course, that I had no concept of what was right for the screen.

That was when my survival instincts surfaced. It didn’t matter to me what either set of jokers thought. I was going to do it my way. I became aware early on that rebellion and refusal were good attributes. Otherwise, I’d get lost in the conflict of other people’s perception of me. The muddled hierarchy of the gods and goddesses, of the people above and below the line, and just the whole business of contrived fantasy made me restless and impatient.

It was a very difficult experience to come from the staccato-paced, hardworking world of ballet and Broad way to the elongated time frame of a Hollywood set, with all its waiting around while your every need—emotional, cosmetic, physical, or even sexual—was attended to in detail. I was taught to come prepared completely. I was a disciplined personality because of my background. My dancing/ballet days informed my value system.

For example, the first day of my first film, The Trouble with Harry, for Hitchcock, I had learned the entire script. My lines and everyone else’s. I didn’t realize that wasn’t necessary. When the soundman asked me how far I wanted to go in the first scene, I said, “All of it.” He proceeded to lay out fifteen pages of script around his sound equipment. They made a lot of noise.

Hitch walked on the set and just laughed. He was used to filming a few lines at a time. I was schooled to be ready for anything and everything.

Therefore, I can see today with so much more clarity why some young stars who make it quickly, without having any previous training relating to personal discipline and struggle, find themselves behaving with temperamental arrogance born out of self-loathing because they are paid more tribute than they feel they’re worth.

We feel we’re commissioned with the task of being the expressers and caretakers and emulators of human emotions when we’re not even sure of what we ourselves feel. We try to identify with characters we would like to be because we’re not sure of who we are, or we play characters we’re glad we’ve escaped from being, and in the end we’ve turned ourselves inside out in our subservience to what Rodgers and Hammerstein called the “Big, Black Giant.” We know that our very souls are being judged by that collective, unseen, observing power in the darkness out there. That silent dark giant plagues our nights and shadows our days as we go through the trials of satisfying its hunger, its needs, its desires, and its prurient interests.

That Big, Black Giant is our lord and master and we never know how it will react. It is the parent from whom we never received approval. It is the jury we will testify before for the rest of our days.

We’re desperate to be noticed by them, we hunger to be acknowledged by them, yet the more they notice us, the more we feel invaded. The more we’re acknowledged, the less we feel we deserve it. The more we’re loved, the harder it is for us to accept it. The more they trust us, the more we distrust ourselves. This dance between those of us who create movies and those whom we long to please becomes a mirroring. We are them. They are us. They see themselves in us. We try to become what we see in them, until the mirroring of our common emotions becomes clear. Our secrets are exposed and we are One. The collective parent and the needy child continue the dance together.

Perhaps because I don’t want to dwell on the pain, the memories of my Hollywood come as quick and intensely flashed pictures in my brain, like a Braverman documentary telling the story of forty years in ten seconds. The DeMille gate at Paramount, the Tudor style buildings that housed the makeup and hairdressing departments, where early morning confidences were kept under wraps as we secretly quelled our fears before the nine o’clock ready-on-the-set deadline. My darling Frank Westmore, my makeup man for so many years, used to wrestle me into the chair because, out of a flippant anxiety, I couldn’t sit still. He said he’d make me look great because he’d learned everything he knew from making up a monkey’s ass. I never let him have more than twenty minutes to do his job well. I just couldn’t sit still. I still can’t. And although I knew it was important to stay in my key light on the set, I didn’t really care that much. What a delightful unconcern when you’re young. With age you are careful where you sit in a restaurant!

Frank Westmore used to tell me that would happen. Then he’d say, “Just keep movin’, baby, they’ll never notice what you look like.”

Now, as I think about Frank, I’ll never forgive myself for not taking more time to visit him in the hospital when he had his first heart attack during our location shoot for My Geisha in Japan. Should I have demanded time off to fulfill a humane obligation even though it would cost the production thousands of dollars to wait for me? It’s a dilemma I never solved in all my years in the movie business. I was schooled to be a professional regardless of what tragedy might occur. Even when my mother and father died, I worked straight through the feelings. I couldn’t bear to hold up production. It wouldn’t have been disciplined. It would have been indulgent, self-centered…. Was that really it, or did I not feel deserving of such acknowledged sorrow? Or again, did I use the work ethic to avoid the sorrow I felt?

The day my dad died I was scheduled to do thirty-five satellite interviews on television for a new movie. I flew back to Virginia to be with Mother, stayed six hours, and flew home to California.

The next day I fulfilled an obligation to conduct a seminar on metaphysics. I remember how I stopped and asked myself if I was doing the right thing.

I could hear my dad say, “Of course you are, monkey.” I remembered how impressed he had been to hear that Mary Martin went on in South Pacific even though her father had died that day.

“The show must go on,” he said to me that day. I wondered why he said that.

Now I understood that my success was vital to him because he had wanted show business for himself, but really didn’t have the courage to pursue it. He said his mother had taught him how to fear too well. So he found himself unable to dare. It was up to Warren and me to fulfill his dreams for him. This was the clear implication that I discerned early on in my life. It was an intense motivation for my driving need to express myself. I was doing it for him.

I cried later, when I had time. I returned to Virginia for the funeral and stayed with Mother as long as I could. It was harder to leave her. I could feel her settling into my presence with her, as though I would be her new companion now that she was alone. She would wait to have her breakfast with me, asking me questions as though it were a school day and I mustn’t miss the bus. Nothing should stand in the way of my objectives in life.

Always, always she was there as a support and a reminder that I would “be somebody.” Of course she was talking about herself. She wanted to “be somebody,” so I took on her fantasy as well as my father’s. I would have the acting career she had forfeited for motherhood.

When she died I was making Guarding Tess. We were shooting on location in Baltimore. I remember saying good-bye to her in California, where she lived with me. She had had some problems that required hospitalization and was not completely well when I had to leave her. In the hospital she had talked about dying and I tried to decide whether this was different from the other times. For a few days she had an angelic expression that brought tears to my eyes. She spoke of seeing beautiful light all around her. She said she saw my heart and her heart and everyone else’s hearts beating together like one huge heart. She said there was light at the center of the earth and people lived there. She said every human being needed to understand that life should be more loving.

She spoke of seeing God in and around everything. She described love and light and God in much the same way that my dad had done when he lay dying in the hospital. So, I thought this was probably her time.

Then she came home, bouncing back the way she always did. It was wonderfully mischievous of her.

Leaning over her chair on the day I left her, I thought I’d be humorous about the emptiness I was feeling.

“Listen,” I said, “do you think you can wait and not die till I come back from shooting my movie?”

“Your movie?” she said, perking up, though her eyes were unable to focus. “Where are you going to shoot your movie?” she asked.

“Baltimore,” I answered.

As though she knew something I didn’t know, she smiled and shrugged and said, “Baltimore? Oh, okay.”

That was all, but in that “Oh, okay” I heard something I didn’t understand.

The morning she died I woke up with a start. Then the phone rang. It was Mother’s nurse in California who said, “Your mom just took her last breath.” Suddenly I felt Mother next to me in my rented house in Baltimore. The TV suddenly switched on to static. I pulled myself out of bed. Then I heard her talk to me in my head. She wanted me to drive to our old house in Virginia. I blindly got dressed, called the assistant director, told him I wouldn’t be in that day, and got in the car. My mind was tumbling so fast. I remembered her expression when she said Baltimore. Then I realized—Mom and Dad had met in Baltimore. They had married in Baltimore. She taught dramatics there at Maryland College. Dad had attended Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. He died at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. And now I felt her next to me as I drove from this city of firsts for her, realizing this was the only way she could come back and die here. Because I was going to be in Baltimore, she had computed her decision to leave at the same time.

I should have recognized that light in her eye, I said to myself. I should have remembered that “Oh, okay” never meant yes with her. Yet if I had stayed in California with her, perhaps it would have prevented her from squaring the circle of her life.

I got in my rented car and went to our old house in Virginia. It looked the same. I sat in the car for a while and I felt Mother speak to me in my mind. Not in words, but in feelings. She urged me to go into the house to a drawer in an old cabinet and retrieve a letter. It was a drawer I had not known about. I opened it and found a letter she had written to me twenty-five years before. I couldn’t tell if it was a letter she had never mailed or a copy of one she had mailed. I opened it with real trepidation and read it.

The letter had to do with my daughter and my husband. Mother was warning me about certain things. I broke down and cried. Had I understood that letter twenty-five years before, it would have altered the course of my life.

I was eighteen years old and working in the chorus of a Broadway musical when I met my husband, Steve Parker. It happened after the show one night as I sat with some girlfriends in the restaurant bar across the street from the stage door. As soon as Steve walked in and sat down, I knew my life was to take a new course. Yes, he was handsome, almost overly charming, intelligent, and had azure eyes of a depth and perception that touched me immediately. But more than that, our connection had the shock of destiny to it. I have looked back many times at what happened between us—the things the letter warned me about—and I still conclude that it was meant to be and there was nothing I could have done to alter or avoid the experience we were intended to have together.

Now I cried as I walked through the house feeling Mother and her wisdom in every room. Feeling how right she had been about so many things and how wrong I had been in not listening to her more. She slowly guided me through the house as though she was taking one last walk with me. This was the person who had given me life and now she was proceeding to another level of her own. It was the last time I would see the place as we had lived in it, and I felt we were doing it together.

I stopped in the living room with the white sofa and the red pillows—she loved that color combination. I sat down on it the way she used to. I crossed my legs as she used to. I felt that I was her. I thought about how much she had wanted to be a recognized actress. How much she had lived through me. I thought of her soft, measured voice reading me poetry. Why didn’t she pursue her dream? I wondered. Then I felt her say, “Because I wanted to be a mother more.”

It seemed so simple as I sat there on her sofa, reflecting on who she really was and might have been. Then I felt her tell me to go back to work, not to hold up production, not to keep people waiting. Again, the show had to go on. Warren and I might have believed we were not from a show-business family, but now in retrospect, because we have both lived out the unfulfilled fantasies of our parents, I think we had a greater inspirational motivation than the Barrymores or the Redgraves. And Mother and Daddy were just as theatrical in real life. They often seemed to perform their relationship, as though, in the absence of a real audience, they made our household the stage.

I sat for hours in the living room sobbing, feeling and remembering some of their dramas, which even transcended earthly reality! I went into the bedroom where Mother said Daddy had visited her soon after he passed on. She said she smelled his pipe and saw his face quite clearly. It wasn’t entirely comforting, she said, because she wanted to be free of him and felt that even after death he was observing her. I went to the underwear drawer where she claimed he had placed a hidden valentine in between his socks for her. Valentine’s Day had been their special day, so she was never really certain whether the valentine was placed there before or after his death. She was perfectly prepared to accept this “after death” theatricality as proof that she would never be free of him. I walked away from the underwear drawer thinking that Mother had her theories of life after death and I had mine. One last time I passed through all the rooms and out of the house. I knew I’d never return. I didn’t think she would either. And she didn’t. For a theatrical life-after-death gesture she followed me back to Baltimore.

This is what happened.

When I returned to Baltimore that night, I lay in bed watching the swan outside my window, because it reminded me of her.

The house I was renting had an alarm system, but I didn’t know that and therefore hadn’t turned it on. Suddenly the alarm went off. I didn’t know what to do. I certainly didn’t know how to turn it off. Then I heard Mother in my head again. “The switch is in the closet in the guest room,” she said. I got up, went to the guest room, opened the closet, and there it was. I turned it off and got back into bed. I turned on the TV set. I couldn’t get a single station without static. Then the light in the living room, where I had placed the letter and other treasures retrieved from Mother’s belongings, began to dim slowly and come on again full force. When I walked into the room I could feel Mother. Once more the light dimmed and came back again full force.

She had always claimed to have an electromagnetic field that prevented her from wearing regular watches. They speeded up on her, she said.

Now I actually felt she was using her force field to communicate with me. It was her way of saying, “I’m still here.”

That night was full of theatrical bells and whistles, lights and static. She exhibited all the special effects she longed for in her own life. As a matter of fact, by morning I was so amused at her antics that I nearly went outside and got the hose so I could turn the water on her and come full circle.

I feel that I came to a real resolution in my relationship with my mother. It took nearly sixty years. She was my stage mother, my insistent inspiration, the person whom I acted for, and in the end the one who released me from her own dreams. I would be an actress for myself now, and she could move on to another level of understanding.
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BREAKING LOOSE
TO FLY

When I first came to Hollywood it was difficult for me to rehearse a scene full out because I didn’t want to take up the crew’s time and I was embarrassed and shy when the lights weren’t on me. The lights gave me permission, somehow, to indulge myself in the emotional requirements of the scene because the parameters were clear then, the boundaries drawn. The lights validated me. In the light I was to be observed. They were the observers. Then I could do it. But otherwise I was shy. This way of working was not good because no one really knew what I was going to do when it was time to shoot the scene. The crew couldn’t focus the lights, the camera people weren’t sure how I’d move. And the other actors didn’t know what emotional pitch to expect … an example of how shyness and undeservability can be excruciatingly unprofessional. I remember the day I broke through it all. It was a picture directed by Daniel Mann called Hot Spell, with Shirley Booth and Anthony Quinn. It was a drama.

The set was quiet, the camera was too close for comfort (no lights were on). One or two of the crew lit cigarettes. Wardrobe sipped coffee and gossiped under their breath. Makeup and hair lurked behind the camera. The ceilings of the soundstage were so high, the walls so cavernously far away, that I felt insignificant and violated by the attention trained on me, but I knew the time had come to “act.” I had to let myself go. I had to.

My character’s boyfriend had just left me, and Shirley Booth (my mother) was trying to comfort me. Shirley walked into the bedroom, and I thought, This is it. I gathered my courage and went for broke. I launched into the scene, screaming and crying. Crashing around the bedroom set, I sobbed into my pillow, which I could barely see because the set was so lonely and dark. The more I got into the scene, the higher my voice rose. It stunned me that I seemed to revert to girlhood. Tears poured down my face. I could barely breathe. Shirley Booth was impressed and so was everyone else. The crew applauded, as did makeup, hair, and wardrobe. Danny walked over to me in the set. He sat down next to me on the bed. “How did you do that?” he whispered. “What did you think of?” he continued. “How does all that happen?”

I wiped my eyes and tried to explain that they were tears of liberation, breakthrough tears. I tried to explain to him how my shyness had made me feel selfish; because of it I had withheld the way I intended to play the scene, and I couldn’t help it. When I broke out of my prison of shyness, I sobbed buckets of relief. I felt light-headed and mellow. I saw that acting was a way to feel emotions just for the sake of it. There didn’t need to be a reason to cry. I had left part of my shy childhood behind.

Danny asked more questions about my feelings. I liked searching for them and I loved sharing what I found. He praised me and acknowledged my talent and said he would guard my private feelings. Days passed. I became acutely aware that I would do anything to please him; by searching deeper within myself, I wanted to gain his favor, make him proud of me, try risking more of my emotional truth. I soon realized I was falling in love with my first artistic, benevolent, openly vulnerable, patriarchal father figure. Because of my trust in him, I could summon my emotions anytime.

I was twenty-two, fragile, just learning about my feelings, instinctively knowing that I needed to explore them more deeply in order to become a good actress. But more than anything I suddenly found everything about my director an attraction.

I longed for contact with him at work. I reveled in his expertise with the other actors. I so appreciated his generosity in revealing his own life secrets as he probed with us to find our characters. Danny told me how, at the moment his father died, he could only focus on the spittle in the corners of his father’s mouth. He told me of his first love. He shared his feelings regarding his wife and children. I hung on every scrap of information, subtly calculating in a lovestruck fashion how to motivate our relationship to become more intimate. He had, after all, been responsible for my screen test in New York. He hadn’t required me to do a scene. He had allowed me simply to be myself as he asked questions and flirted with exposing my unformed personality on screen. He was there for me at the beginning, this man who had directed Brando and won Anna Magnani and Shirley Booth Academy Awards!

All my feelings of passion, both professional and personal, came crashing together. Suddenly I utterly understood why actresses fell in love with their directors, Directors were the fathers we longed to marry. They insisted that our emotions run free and then assisted in sculpting them. They adored our faces and bodies, but continually strove for improvement. They were our caretakers and caregivers. We were their wards. No one could hurt us, no one could criticize us…. Only they were commissioned with such trust and confidence.

And so the father-daughter combination got played out. Danny was twenty-five years older than me. That was a plus as far as I was concerned. What wasn’t a plus was that neither he nor I could get past the fundamental understanding that this was only a movie. I would probably experience the same feelings again with another fine director and he with another actress who was just learning who she was.

The day of the wrap party I disintegrated. I said goodbye and drove back to Malibu. The family of shared feelings and artistic exploration had come to an end. I was sure those moments of magic would never come together quite like this again, and I was devastated.

Halfway home I turned on the windshield wipers. I thought it was pouring rain, but it wasn’t. I was simply crying so hard I couldn’t see.

The intimacies of people in show business are deep, searing, and can turn on a dime and be gone. I know that now. It was difficult then. Years later Danny and I met again and took a walk on the beach. We talked about how old he felt, and I remember he’d say, “God spelled backward is dog.” It seemed so profound when I first heard him say it. Thirty-five years later, I realized, he was still relying upon past profundities.

As we walked he stopped with his feet in the waves and said, “You remember our relationship on Hot Spell?” I nodded, “Well,” he said, “you were like an open raw nerve. There was nothing you didn’t feel. I remember thinking, This can be dangerous.”

Danny died soon after that. His family showed me a picture I had dedicated to him after we worked together. I had written, Darling Danny, you taught me how to fly.

I still feel the same way.

WHEN AN ACTRESS COMES TO THE DECISION TO “LET go,” it is momentous. This is true for many reasons. You leave yourself wide open for hurt. You uncover buried characteristics you never realized were there, which can be alternately frightening and enlightening. You become, as Danny said, a raw open nerve susceptible not only to the whims of others, but also to yourself.

As you unearth your inner universe it can be shocking. I, for example, found that anger was one of the easiest emotions for me to play. I had not been aware of the anger I had locked within myself. Who knows where this anger was born. For me it wasn’t bred only in my childhood. I have always felt I was born angry. I believe that I decided to come into this lifetime to resolve my issue of repressed anger. When I remember my temper tantrums as a child, I can also recall that I seemed to have a more than earthly reason for being mad. True, my mother was maddeningly phlegmatic, but there was more, and I believe that the “more” spoke to a rage that existed prior to my birth.

I believe that in lifetimes prior to this one I experienced such a profound lack of resolution with anger that I needed to come to terms with it and literally chose my mother because she would provoke me to resolve it. I don’t know, intellectually, how this schoolroom for the soul works, but I feel that we humans are not only products of the emotional conditioning conducted in our childhoods, parental and otherwise, but also of the genetic memory still residing in the patterning of our souls’ experience. The Hindus call it samsara.

I believe I was attracted to acting not only because of both my parents’ unfulfilled dreams, but also because it enabled me to venture, once removed, into the area of full-blown, dramatically angry expression without threatening my personal existence. From the beginning of my life—this life—I’ve been drawn to the art and the act of emotional expression. And it isn’t only because of the unexplained anger in myself as a young girl.

Many actors and actresses in Hollywood today are more conversant with the possibility that they came into this lifetime with unresolved issues that our business enables us to resolve and explore. We feel we are provided with not only an excuse, but a right and a duty to look into the vastness of ourselves and contribute what we find to our projects and characters.

This search for our interiors can be devastating for anyone else who doesn’t understand. Sometimes we don’t even know if we are doing it for the characters we play or for ourselves.

The line between professionally motivated emotion and the emotions of true personal feeling can be so blurred as to be blinding. That is why marriages are threatened with every picture, even marriages between partners in our business. Because my husband, Steve, had been an actor in New York, he understood what it took to investigate a character. In fact, he helped me. If an actor is married to a “civilian,” it is usually an impossible situation. It takes a monumentally secure civilian to understand what we put ourselves and others through in the search for truthful acting. We can be self-centered and self-serving to the point of excluding all other humans. But then, we know somewhere way underneath that unless we are centered in ourselves, the character we’re playing can spirit us away—literally. If we don’t serve ourselves, how can we serve the character and the project? Our actions and feelings often don’t seem grounded. We sometimes flail right off the wall. We become narcissistic beyond belief and still feel afraid to look at ourselves in the mirror.

To push our parameters and those of everyone around us we sometimes indulge in the grossest kind of exhibitionism. We can become so obsessed with personal perfection that we can actually believe the landing on the moon or the invasion of Bosnia is about us!

Yes, “becoming” a character and the search for it can make you a real mess. I was often reluctant to let a character consume my identity. It didn’t feel good. I didn’t like the abdication of the real me even though that was what I hoped to find. I was afraid I’d never come back, or more probably, I think I was afraid of what people would think of me.

I remember a little-theater play my mother was in when I was a child. It was called Children of the Moon, and my father thought she had turned into the character—a bitch who neglected her family, home and hearth. I remember hearing the arguments about the time she spent away from home to become another person at the theater. Dad was really upset. He thought our family had been neglected and the house was filthy. He wanted her out of that play and back home where she belonged. I saw Mother’s frustration and finally fier independent insistence as she decided to continue with the play. It opened, and Warren and I appeared as small children in it. It was successful, I think, but the memory of the price paid in our household was forever intense in my mind.

Í elected to apply my disciplined technique to acting for many years. I developed into an astute observer and practiced the art of emulating what I saw rather than feeling it.

For example, when I played a victim I acted what I thought a victim felt like. I never really became a victim myself. I’ve often reflected upon whether the quality of my acting would have been higher had I let myself become a victim. I’m still not sure. Sometimes a feeling of controlled distance is more effective when playing the part of a sentimental person. A true victim who does not see herself as such is infinitely more moving than a victim who whines. Therefore, as the years passed, one of my deepest and slowest dawning revelations was the understanding that characters who held contradictions were certainly the juiciest.

In real life I was not so allowing. Contradictions in people I knew and worked with were anathema to me. I therefore missed so much in judging them on their inconsistencies.

To this day I have a hard time with inconsistencies in people’s characters. I usually consider it a form of lying, which is much too harsh a condemnation.

But acting has shown me that contradiction is the spice that makes people and life worth being interested in. These are the characters that keep an audience interested. Now I can see that the same is true in real life. A person who is constantly predictable becomes boring. Unpredictable contradiction is fun.

In fact contradiction holds within it a kind of messy perfection, which is incumbent upon us humans to excavate.

The canvas and terrain of characters to play has offered me the lifelong pleasure of finding the harmony in messiness. This is what I loved most about Aurora Greenway in Terms of Endearment. She was an impossibly difficult woman, but in the end she was usually right. She was essentially a heroine whose path to harmonious conclusion was strewn with the maimed and wounded who willingly would go through it again because she was fun.

Aurora affected my personal life because of the unpredictability of her contradictions. People like this are now an adventure and exploration for me. I have learned that a kind of harmony exists under chaos. The quest is to search it out. Then you have found a character on the screen and off.

If not for show business, I’m not sure I’d understand this. In fact show business has been instrumental in my deeper understanding of real life. Yet when I look back on the deeper lessons of my years in Hollywood, why do I first remember such strange, unrelated, isolated details, images that seem unimportant in themselves: the bright sunlight as I’d open the door of a dark soundstage, giving me an instant headache as I stepped into a blazingly white California day; emerald-green lawns, and sprinklers that go all year, wall-to-wall swimming pools, gorgeous fruit with no taste; 5:30 A.M. calls for making up and making love, 5:30 P.M. calls for giving awards for doing it … evening dress both times; thick makeup sinking into the pores of my face, separating me from the real world. Thoughts of dissatisfaction and restless boredom fluttering in me as I’d wait yet another hour for the lighting on the set to be completed. Even from the earliest days I considered that perhaps I basically did not enjoy making pictures. I never voiced this to anyone—I was afraid of sounding like an ingrate. I liked acting, but not making movies. There was too much waiting around for my temperament, which was basically impatient. I liked things
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