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This is dedicated to You. You know who you are, and how much love we will always share . . .










Ladies and Gentlemen: Liza Minnelli


By Michael Feinstein


 


Sometimes it’s hard to realize how much Liza means to so many. She has touched literally millions of lives in resonant, meaningful, and personal ways. People become emotional at the mere mention of her name—as if she is a mythical, otherworldly creature. The enormity of her career places her in the pantheon of enduring legacies, and that is without dispute. Except, perhaps, to her.


This book was hard wrought. Not in the sense of gathering the narrative to tell the story, but because as much as Liza is “out there” in public perception, as much as people think they know her and refer to her by first name as if she is a personal friend, and as welcoming as she is in her art, Liza is intensely private and holds much close to the vest. When one is born into fame as she was—the child of Judy Garland and Vincente Minnelli—the prying eyes of the public have always been there to observe, share, and comment on her every move. That is her “normal.” The irony is that, while she is known for giving and sharing everything during performance (and Lord knows she does), the other side of Liza has stayed safely sequestered from almost everybody. That is certainly understandable, and she’s always had the best role models to teach her how to navigate the dichotomy of real life and show business. Thus, she has always been wary of the press, while at the same time she has intuitively known how to give them what they want—appearing totally open, while not revealing the parts that are none of their business. Liza is a genius of manipulation—perhaps something shared by all great artists. She once said: “When people start writing about your personal life instead of your art, you have crossed a line that can never be uncrossed.” But when did they ever not write about her personal life?


Liza has the kind of staying power in public consciousness that others can only dream of. Even if she hasn’t made a film, released a new recording, or done a concert in years, she is current. Sometimes it feels like everybody wants a piece of her. I was with her when she inadvertently spoiled the opening night of a play because we happened to be on Forty-Second Street, passing by an outdoor red-carpet event, when the paparazzi saw her and started chasing her down the street—completely abandoning the many stars on the carpet. Bigger news, I guess, and probably more valuable pictures to sell everywhere. Another time, I suggested we go out to the movies and that she could dress in some incognito fashion. Liza replied, “Are you kidding? It’s like going out with the Statue of Liberty.” So, she knows, but she doesn’t know. There is this absurd level of notoriety, leavened with the simple, quieter reality of day-to-day life, where she will sometimes ponder her legacy—and often feel as if she hasn’t achieved enough. Perhaps that’s healthy and natural. She has a disarming normalcy that doesn’t jibe with the superstar narrative. Unless you cross her. Then watch out! Liza’s Italian, and don’t you forget it. Then she’ll cook one of her favorite recipes, and all is forgiven.


Being an enduring cultural figure, Liza turns up everywhere—almost like “Zelig” in the way she has interacted with other icons, sometimes at historical moments of recent history. There are reams of words shared about Liza in every imaginable medium: books, articles, college term papers, chat boards, you name it . . . and everyone has an opinion. People who know we are close will often ask me in a hushed, almost conspiratorial tone: “How is Liza?” They expect to hear, I don’t know what, but they want the inside scoop. The point is that there is a fascination for—and expectation of—her that is part of the gig. And most of the time, she’s pretty chill and happy with her life. Always creating, always thinking outside of the box, with outrageous and dazzling ideas that have been the source of her genius from the beginning. That never stops. They’re always different thoughts too, impossible thoughts, and no matter how grand the scheme might be, with Liza you suddenly see how the idea is possible. Such is the dividend of growing up on the MGM studio lot.


The depiction of her in popular culture is fascinating and quite often varied, depending on the perspective of the particular idolator. Many find the Kristen Wiig SNL sketch “Liza Turns Off a Lamp” screamingly funny, and good for her and them . . . yet I can’t find the humor in it, as I don’t see any of the real Liza I know, only a caricature of the persona, so it just wasn’t for me. Liza has to accept such things and find peace in them, and for the most part, she does. After all, she saw it all with her mother long before it started happening to her, but it’s not easy seeing yourself played by someone else and not have any control. Or receive a dime for it. She loved Peter Allen, but steered clear of The Boy from Oz, the Broadway musical about his life. Another portrayal of Liza caused me to ask her opinion of the talented actress who played her. She only said, “Her ass is too big.” Priorities. Liza’s many female impersonators create a love letter every time they don Sally Bowles eyelashes, except for the few who are mean-spirited, and that hurts her feelings. The Halston television series is one that I knew she would have issues with, because she is misrepresented in ways that truly matter to her. Ewan McGregor put his heart and soul into his portrayal of Halston, and Liza was happy to meet with him to talk about Halston, so it wasn’t that. It was the script. One example: In the first episode of the series, it shows Liza in a small club working with a trio, dressed in comically unflattering clothes, as though she didn’t have any fashion sense. Halston is in the audience, they meet, and he becomes her fashion guru—transforming her style dramatically and becoming part of her essential team that invented the classic Liza look. It didn’t happen that way. The truth is that by the time they met, Liza had already done a television special, headlined at the Persian Room of the Plaza Hotel, and was playing nightclubs all over the country—and even in Paris. I knew it would piss her off to be seen looking clownish, because from the start of her career she wore beautiful clothes, even if she had not yet entirely evolved her individual expression. Kay Thompson is the one who really introduced the two, after Liza was wowed by the mysterious contours of a dress displayed on a mannequin she spotted at Bloomingdale’s and commented to Kay on the brilliance of it. Kay said she knew the designer and several days later took Liza to meet the man who Liza would later refer to as “H.”


And so on it went, time after time, portrayal after portrayal, with fantasy trumping fact and no way to alter the narrative. For years Liza has been asked to write a book. The money didn’t matter (even when it did). It was about privacy and keeping certain parts just for herself. But as she came to realize, if she didn’t set down her own story, what remained would be everyone else’s version and not her own. It took tremendous courage and trust for Liza to create her autobiography, and I am thrilled for both her achievement and the path she took to get here.


Liza and I first met more than forty years ago. What a ride we have had, for she has altered my life incalculably, and for that I can never properly thank her. Liza has always been a champion of talent. She has helped the careers of many people along the way. She convinced her father to put George Hamilton in his next film, and that launched him on the path to stardom. The great singer Leslie Uggams was in another Vincente Minnelli film because Liza loved her singing and got her dad to include her in a nightclub scene in Two Weeks in Another Town. Randy Newman was discovered by Liza early on in his career, and she sang his eloquent work and praises everywhere. The list goes on and on. Liza has always used her influence to help others. And she helped me.


By the time we met, I felt like she was a long-lost cousin, because I was already friends with her father, who was a close friend to Ira and Lee Gershwin, for whom I worked. I’d met and would continue to see Vincente frequently, and he spoke a great deal of Liza. When we finally bonded more deeply at her father’s Christmas party (where I was playing the piano), she told me, “From now on, we’re joined at the hip.” I didn’t believe her, but she was telling the truth. My life has never been the same, and I can’t imagine it without her. Liza’s demonstration of true friendship began instantly, and she hosted a major party to help start my career, all the while introducing me to everyone she could think of and telling them I was good. When I was doing an early album and asked her to do a duet on it, she flew back from Rome for one day, just to record the vocal, and then flew right back! Her holiday presents are never perfunctory but are thoughtfully curated and always special.


Liza has the biggest heart imaginable and shows respect to all, as she is a great judge of character and truly understands the human condition, with all its foibles and problems. She can look in your eyes and know you instantly, peering inward with this heightened sense of intuition. She always instinctively says the right thing to someone, and she knows within a few words if I’m feeling down, by the sound of my voice. She’s a psychotherapist—a fixer, really—and wants everyone to feel good by dealing with things practically, getting on with it, and showing how one can work through an issue with tact and understanding. There are countless times I have asked for her perspective about something, because she cuts to the chase and simplifies seemingly big issues into their focused essence. Even though she has never verbalized it, it’s clear from the way she treats people that she feels we are all the same, underneath the artifice of how we dress or appear. Liza sees common humanity and knows how to say the right thing to make people feel better. It is in those selfless moments when I love her most. She has pushed me to do things I never would have done and has shown me how fear can be dissipated by action and belief in one’s self, for Liza knows fear well and has spent her life transcending it—perhaps to show others how to do the same thing.


After all these years, I still feel excitement when we’re together, for she is constantly surprising in the way she looks at life, and I never know what to expect. Her perspective is wise and pragmatic, and it pains her that some people (who don’t pay close attention) think of her as superficial because of her onstage brilliance and sometimes slightly wacky media image. When she says something funny and I laugh, she’ll say, “Tell people how funny I was,” or if I respond to some pearl she has shared and tell her how wise she is, she’ll genuinely express that she doesn’t think of herself that way. But at her most grounded and calm, she is like a Zen master. I mean it, for she knows things. How else could she communicate such palpable honesty onstage without being supremely self-aware? Underneath the nerves lies a bedrock of self-assurance, and perhaps those two qualities sometimes go to war with each other, but in the end she always finds the truer path. The public image of Liza has missed out on her nuanced view of life and love, but private has always been private. For Liza to tell this much of her story, share her perspective, and reveal some of the intimate stuff is an epic step, but as the years progress, she has evolved in her view of what she wants to say.


Musically, Liza has a staggering ability to hear things in the orchestra that other people cannot. Once at a run-through with her band, she heard a wrong note in a chart that was being played for the first time. The arranger and conductor insisted that there was nothing wrong, but she insisted that a note was off. It turned out that she was absolutely correct. What ears! She hears full-blown arrangements in her head, has conceived some of her greatest musical ideas spontaneously, and then brings them to fruition with her devoted team. I’ve learned many tricks of the trade from Liza. She has taught me how to build an arrangement, how to create a surprise at the end of a song, how to evoke a feeling, how to make a lyric sound fresh, how to move with comfort onstage (after having started my career seated at a piano for a decade), and how to treat the audience as your beloved friends and share music with them, instead of just singing to them. She is the best teacher, for she loves to share her art and uplift others in whatever way she can. Lord knows she has uplifted me to the stratosphere over and over again, and it still happens. Her favorite thing to do is to sit at a piano and just sing or learn a new song that she will Minnelli-ize. The ideas never stop, and she loves rehearsing and imagining the next big thing she’ll create for her fans.


Liza lives a life filled with excitement, laughter, and friendship because that’s how she views the world. Certainly, her ability to laugh has been one of the things to get her through tough times, and she credits both parents for instilling that in her. She has taught me not to take things so seriously and to keep moving forward, to keep going and never doubt myself. Her philosophy has brought so much light and fulfillment to mine. How can I ever thank her? Hopefully, it is by spreading her magic and trying to put something good in the world through art, but also in the smaller human ways, as she does. She lives every moment, for to her every moment matters. As she shares some of those precious moments in this book, may you experience a heightened sense of this remarkable lady, for there’s so much to learn from the way she embraces life, steering through the obstacle course of lessons tossed her way. And she’s still here, with so much more to come.


Here’s to the joyous cabaret of life as seen through the eyes of my friend Liza!










Prologue


High Notes and Low Notes


 


Picture this: I’m nineteen years old, sitting inside the Astor Hotel Ballroom in New York City for Broadway’s biggest night. The 1965 Tony Awards are being announced, and I can’t believe what’s just happened. Bert Lahr, Mama’s Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz, has called my name. I’ve won the Tony for Best Actress in a Musical. I’m Dorothy’s daughter, the youngest person ever to win this honor.


It’s crazy what runs through your mind at a moment like this. You can’t know how meaningful it is to me, because I’ve done this on my own. I’ll always be the daughter of Judy Garland and Vincente Minnelli, and I’m damn proud of that. Mama is one of the world’s most celebrated, beloved, and iconic performers. Papa is a trailblazing director who redefined cinema. (Although I privately called him Daddy, he’ll be Papa in this book.) He may have worked behind the camera, but he’s had no less of an impact on me. As young people say, I was the “original nepo baby.” Now, at last, I have my own identity.


The applause swells, and I hurry to the stage, my mind racing. I’m hearing the words to “A Quiet Thing” in my head, the beautiful number I sing every night as the lead in Flora the Red Menace. To this day, it’s my favorite song in the world.


“When it all comes true, just the way you planned, it’s funny how the bells don’t ring. It’s a quiet thing. Happiness comes in on tip-toe. Well whaddya know. It’s a quiet thing. A very quiet thing.”


In my brief remarks I thank the people who made this possible for me—composer John Kander, lyricist Fred Ebb, producer Hal Prince, director George Abbott, and Bob Dishy, my leading man. I’m also sending a message to people who said I’d never sing as well as Mama. Who the hell can? On this amazing night, my future is bright. And even though I’m afraid it could all be taken away from me in an instant, I truly want to believe it.


I can’t wait to call Papa in LA, because he comes from the magical world of theater. We didn’t have cell phones in those days, so I put coins in a machine in the hotel lobby and called him from a contraption many of you have never seen. We called them telephone booths. Kids, if you don’t know what a telephone booth looks like, please google it.


I’m thinking about Mama, too, and I’ll call her as well. I know she’ll be thrilled, even though she didn’t think I had a chance to win. Before you judge, I understand why. This was a complicated night for her. Life for Mama hasn’t always been a barrel of laughs. Even though she was one of the funniest people alive. Tonight she’s in the hospital at UCLA, because of an “allergic reaction” to her parade of prescription pills. (I’m scheduled to fly to California in the morning to be with her. Instead, Mama will check out and fly to Las Vegas to perform that evening at the Thunderbird Hotel.) She tells me she’s feeling 100 percent better.


Hospitals are a way of life for her. She’s like our beloved family friend Elizabeth Taylor. Hospitals are second homes for both of them.


The fact is, Mama always wanted to play the lead in a Broadway show. But she never got the chance. So, her joy for me is clouded by her own disappointment, her own unrealized ambition. Here I am, a teenager, and I’ve done something Mama never did. When I finally reach her on the phone, she’s gracious and loving.


I always tell people that I get my drive from Mama and my dreams from Papa. On this glorious evening, their gifts have indeed intersected. I’m proud to be their daughter. But finally, tonight, I’m proud to be my own person. Winning the Antoinette Perry Award has given me something that can never be taken away. I see nothing but blue skies ahead.


I mean, what could possibly go wrong?


Well, you get older and smarter. So never ask that question! I can’t know that as the Tony is being handed to me, so is every obligation of adulthood. Yes, there will be magic in the years ahead. I’ll go on to win three additional Tonys and be nominated twice for an Oscar, winning Best Actress for Cabaret. I’ll win an Emmy for Liza with a “Z” and receive a Grammy Legend award, making me in 1990 the youngest EGOT (Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony) honoree in history. I’ll enjoy an extraordinary career doing what I love. Meeting fascinating people and friends along the way.


But this is only part of my story.


On that same night in New York, more than sixty years ago, I had no way of knowing that my mother would die of an accidental drug overdose just forty-eight months later . . . that I’d have to work hard for decades to support my family, as well as lousy hangers-on and crooks who tried to take me for every last dime . . . that I’d pass out from drugs and alcohol on a Manhattan sidewalk one afternoon, unable to find the way back home to my beautiful Upper East Side apartment.


This really happened. The people stepping over me and rushing by on Lexington Avenue that October day in 2003 didn’t give a damn who I was. I’d love to tell you this was the only time I passed out cold. I so wish I could. All I know is that every single time I’ve fallen, I’ve gotten back up. And that’s why I’m still here.


Who knew that years later I’d be diagnosed with encephalitis, a swelling of the brain? It can be caused by mosquito bites. Your brain can also swell when you take too many drugs, as I did. You can fall into a coma, and, of course, you can die. Doctors said then I’d never walk or sing again. The press began writing my obituary. They didn’t know my drive, and they didn’t live my dreams.


I eventually recovered from that nightmare. And now, as I write this, I’ve been sober for eleven years. It’s the greatest personal victory of my life. But let me warn you—I’m not talking about a slam-dunk triumph over addiction. An addict is always in recovery or dying. You might kick the habit, but it’s always there, lying in wait if you slip up. You never completely lose it.


For me and millions of others, addiction is a disease. Something in your blood that you can’t control, a disaster burned into your DNA. This is not the case with all addicts, but it’s what happened to me. After all these years, I finally understand. I’ve been waging a war my whole adult life with what we now call SUD, substance use disorder. It’s a disease, a condition caused by physical and mental wiring that can trigger abuse of drugs and alcohol. I got it from Mama—along with my sister, Lorna, and my brother, Joey—and she got it from her family. Just like Mama’s sense of humor, all of us inherited it in the womb.


Like so many people, I fight to keep this disease at bay. Every day. Don’t believe anybody who says they’ve magically made it disappear. Because they didn’t. They can’t. With addiction you’re always on guard. If you’re not, you run the risk of relapsing.


This is just as much a part of my life story as my journey as an artist and performer. And I’m not alone. Here are some chilling facts from the World Health Organization: Nearly three hundred million people between fifteen and sixty use psychoactive drugs, causing nearly six hundred thousand deaths a year. Alcoholism, which is also a substance disorder, destroys nearly four hundred million individuals worldwide. We’re talking more than a quarter of a billion people. And the numbers are growing. The use and abuse of dangerous drugs—from opioids to methamphetamines—have been increasing since COVID-19.


If this is your story and you don’t reach out for help, you won’t survive. And that’s one of my greatest reasons for sharing my story with you now. I’m eighty years old and lucky to be alive. Most people with substance use disorder don’t live that long. But with care and treatment, we can survive. My prayer is that my story might help you—or anyone you love—if you’re battling this insidious problem. Write this number and website down, and don’t forget it—1-800-662-HELP (4357). As of this writing, it’s the national helpline for SAMHSA, the federal Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. They’ll provide free and confidential information to deal with mental and substance use disorders, prevention, and recovery (www.samhsa.gov). Please reach out to them—you could be saving your life, before it’s too late. You can also reach out to me directly at www.LizaMinnelli.com/recovery, and we’ll put you in touch with the proper organizations, whether you live in the United States or another country.


How could I have known any of this, on that unforgettable night at the Tonys in 1965? There was no one to tell me that my life over the next six decades would be like many of the beautiful songs written for me in my career: a blend of dizzying highs and frightening lows.


Mama and I took different paths with our art. Sympathy was clearly part of her business. She lived off it, even though she wasn’t the tragic person people write about. Mama was fabulous. She asked audiences to reach out to her with love and support, as if she were a broken angel. And people loved her for it. But I never wanted that. I come to people from a very different place. I am a happy person by nature, and I want to infuse people with hope and happiness, one at a time. I want to lift you up.


I never sing to an audience. I’m singing to you. And as I reach out, I’m asking—have you ever been through this? It’s a shared emotional moment. At the end of the show I want you to know we’re all getting through life together. That’s how I connect.


This book is the true story of my life so far and how it all happened. But please don’t worry—it has a happy ending! Today, I’m safe and secure, living well in Los Angeles. I’m in a good, peaceful place for the first time in my life. For years, I had no interest in reliving the past. Despite my outgoing nature, I’m a very private person and told friends they could write about me after I was dead. I didn’t even want a lot of people speaking at my memorial, if there was one. Just fabulous musicians and singers performing the songs I’ve sung, and that you have come to love.


Now, in these pages, I’m going to share what I’ve kept secret in my heart for years. Not to make a dollar. I am finally financially secure, thank you very much! Not to settle scores. I’ve decided that you deserve to hear the truth, once and for all. And you deserve to hear it from me, with the help of my very best friend.


Michael Feinstein is the true love of my life. He’s made it possible for me to enjoy a life of peace, stability, and joy, free of the burdens that once consumed me. After forty years, he defines the meaning of friend. We see each other often and sing together most every day. Joking, schmoozing, and rehearsing every chance we get. We yak on the phone even when Michael’s on the road performing. Correction: We don’t just talk. We laugh our asses off.


We trade zingers like no one else. We can even finish each other’s sentences. Michael keeps me honest. He keeps me smiling. Hell, if he wasn’t gay and married to Terrence Flannery, a kind, generous, and successful businessman, I’d marry him today. (That hasn’t stopped me before.) Michael has helped me build my life back one brick at a time. If you’re listening to the audio version of this book, you’ll hear recordings of our conversations. Some of them may not be suitable for children’s ears. Things can get pretty wild at Casa Minnelli. Well, that’s life in showbiz—at least mine. Enjoy!


Michael was there, standing up for me in 2022, when someone I once trusted, someone I encouraged, someone I thought was a friend, may have hijacked my dignity and sabotaged me at the Academy Awards. A night when I was asked to co-present the award for Best Picture and commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of my beloved Cabaret, before millions of viewers. I’ll tell you what really happened that night.


I’ll also tell you the inside story of my four marriages that didn’t last—some of them to men I later realized were gay. The LGBTQ+ community has always held me close. So in the beginning of these relationships I didn’t overthink the sexual orientation of someone I loved. It just wasn’t a big deal. Mama and Papa were constantly surrounded by gay people, and so was I. The last man I married, however, turned out to be a treacherous thief. I don’t know what I was thinking. What a horrible mistake.


You’ll also learn the truth about my relationship with Papa and Mama as it’s never been told before. Yes, she was unbelievably funny, a doting and caring mom and the life of the party. Yet after that party, she might be rushed to the hospital following a suicide attempt. I was dealing with the pain and trauma of her hospitalizations—and managing her medications—at an age when most kids were still riding their bikes.


I’ll tell it all, with a major assist from Michael. I have given him decades of personal papers, and we have recorded more than a hundred hours of candid conversations about the last eighty years. I trust him with my life.


I’m blessed to have been mentored by gifted people who helped me grow as an artist. The same is true for writing this memoir. Michael and I were fortunate to have the help of Josh Getlin, a longtime Los Angeles Times correspondent and New York Bureau chief, and Heidi Evans, a Pulitzer Prize winner and former staff writer for the New York Daily News and the Wall Street Journal. They provided crucial assistance these past twelve years, helping me tell my life story.


It’s been a lifetime of high notes and low notes, baby. And I want you to know, with more days behind me than ahead, it’s been a life very well lived. I have no regrets. None. The only thing I’m truly sorry about is the pain of anyone I’ve ever hurt. However accidentally, or thoughtlessly. To all of you, I am truly sorry.


These are my innermost thoughts and feelings as I begin this memoir. So fasten your seatbelts and hang on to your hair—it’s been one helluva ride. Today, whenever I look back at that night as a nineteen-year-old Tony winner, the same question runs through my mind as it did then: How in God’s name did I get here?










Chapter one


Growing Up in the Jaws of the MGM Lion


March 12, 1946, Los Angeles


 


On the day I was born at Cedars of Lebanon Hospital, they took pictures. A lot of pictures. Parents do this all the time to celebrate the births of their children. The photos usually end up framed on living-room walls and scattered around bookshelves.


Mine were, too. They were also flashed around the world.


People everywhere have sweetly believed that they know everything about me, then and now, even though they don’t. They couldn’t. And that’s one of the reasons I’ve spent my life fighting for privacy. This book is going to unlock secrets that I never expected to share. And as we speed down this highway together, you’re gonna find out why.


I’m the daughter of Vincente Minnelli, one of the greatest film directors of all time, and Judy Garland, one of the most defining entertainers of the twentieth century, with a lasting impact on the twenty-first. Like many parents, they spent hours deciding what my name should be. The way they made that decision will tell you a lot about the tribe I was born into.


Late one night, while Mama was very pregnant with me, she shot up in bed, woke up Papa, and said, “Vincente—Liza, like the Gershwin song. Liza Minnelli! Liza Minnelli! It’ll look terrific on a movie marquee!” Papa said, “What about May as a middle name to honor my mother?” Mama agreed, and they promptly fell back to sleep.


Boom! Liza May Minnelli. The die was cast. Already, they were thinking a life of celebrity for me, with movie publicity and newspaper and magazine features. On March 12, 1946, newly arrived in the world, I had no idea what people would expect me to live up to. As soon as I learned I was born into the family business, I took on the expectations of others. Both of my parents had long family histories in vaudeville. Mama was born in a trunk, the youngest of three Gumm sisters who toured the country. Papa was born in a tent, a child of the Minnelli Brothers’ Tent Theatre troupe. His family’s roots in Italy went back even further, hundreds of years.


You didn’t have to be a genius to think I’d follow in their footsteps.


Papa always joked that my career in show business was preordained. Mama was initially skeptical. Despite imagining my name on a marquee, she did try at first to steer me away from the bright lights. Then, reluctantly, she threw her hands up, putting me on concert stages and on television at a young age. I’d feel this conflict in Mama my whole life. There are still moments when I wonder what she’d truly think about a performance of mine. I never worried about Papa, because he thought everything I did was wonderful. This is what happens when you’re born to famous parents. The real question is, does the kid have any talent? We’d have to find that out! If you let yourself think about this too much, you’d get a lifelong complex. (As the years went by, that wouldn’t be much of a problem for me.) Still, some part of me never stopped wondering after every performance whether I was good enough. What would Mama think?


On the day my parents brought me home from the hospital, Hollywood was still a friendly neighborhood. More like a close-knit community than a global media hub. Our house on Evanview Drive, just above Sunset Boulevard, was a two-story gem with a dynamite view of the hills. Cedars of Lebanon was just a local hospital. Years later it would become the renowned Cedars-Sinai Medical Center that it is today.


My family lived in several homes in the Hollywood Hills over the years, and our neighbors included lots of famous parents like mine. It wasn’t unusual for my playmates to be the children of stars, producers, or directors. Household names like Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, Lana Turner, Fred Astaire, Bing Crosby, Art Linkletter, and lyricist Ira Gershwin, brother of George. Uncle Ira, as I called him, was my godfather. From the day I was born, my parents were teaching me to learn from the best. Mama chose my name, but Uncle Ira wrote the lyrics I’m named for:


Liza, Liza, skies are gray


But when you smile on me, all the clouds’ll roll away.


To outsiders, this was a fairy-tale world. But we kids had no idea our lives were unique. There was nothing to compare it to. It was as if we all grew up in a company town, except our parents got up in the morning, called their agents, kissed us goodbye, and drove off to work at MGM.


How much do you remember from your earliest years? I have a handful of memories that bring me back to a time and place long ago. A more peaceful world. I remember afternoons at Beverly Gardens Park, playing dress-up with my friends Mia Farrow and Candy (Candice) Bergen. We eavesdropped on our nannies—yes, we had nannies—who were gossiping about film deals and Oscar awards. We heard the same chitchat at home, in restaurants and local stores, and when our parents met friends on the street.


Mia and I were toddlers when we met; indeed, she is one of my oldest and dearest friends. Her dad, John Farrow, was a respected film director, and her mom, Maureen O’Sullivan, was an award-winning actress. I’ll never forget when Mia got polio as a child, and some people were not comfortable having their children play with her. That wasn’t the case with my parents. We stood by her, and we had no fear. My family embraced Mia. She had a tough time beyond that. Her brother died in a plane crash when she was much too young. When Mia’s father passed away years later, they were broke—and soon we would join them.


But that would hardly be a headline in our neck of the woods.


Candy’s closest relative besides her parents was Charlie McCarthy, a wooden dummy who was the star of her father’s act as a ventriloquist. Her dad, Edgar Bergen, may have been closer to the dummy than Candy. But that’s her family’s story to tell.


And then there was Cheryl, the daughter of drop-dead gorgeous Lana Turner, who grew up with Mama at MGM and worked with my dad in the movie The Bad and the Beautiful. Cheryl’s childhood disintegrated three weeks after my twelfth birthday, when she stabbed Lana’s abusive mafioso lover to death in her mother’s bedroom. There were blood-curdling screams from their house the night of the murder. I was staying with Papa, who lived nearby.


Cheryl feared that Johnny Stompanato, a member of Mickey Cohen’s Los Angeles crime family, was about to kill her mother. At fourteen, she was sent to juvy in a case that rocked Hollywood and the world. Cheryl was eventually exonerated, thank God, and allowed to live with her sweet grandmother. You can imagine the headlines, the insane publicity, the terror Cheryl felt. At first, she, Mia, and I were like the Three Musketeers. Then our peaceful world went bonkers. It was no longer Pleasant Valley Sunday. Front-page news for all the wrong reasons.


Our neighborhood could be a children’s paradise or a nightmare—if your brother was a wooden dummy or your best friend killed her mother’s boyfriend.


Down the street was Bing Crosby, who I remember was very strict with his children. His first wife drank herself to death while fighting cancer, and two of his kids committed suicide. Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall lived next door to us, and they truly loved my parents. My father was directing Lauren in Designing Woman when Bogie died of cancer in 1957. We were all devastated. Our community had its share of tragic deaths, alcoholism, drug use, infidelities, broken marriages, suicides, and other unravelings. Honey, there was a lot going on.


Despite the darkness, some of my memories are like glorious Technicolor dreams. I remember sitting next to Papa as he drove through the luxurious streets of Beverly Hills in our Cadillac with a black-and-white top. We were off to see Uncle Ira, and as we pulled up, he’d walk over to us and say in a gentle voice, “Hi, Liza!” He lived in a big, beautiful home on Roxbury Drive. Ironically, this was the same house where Michael Feinstein would later begin his career as a protégé and archivist for Uncle Ira. Call it what you want—God, higher power, fate—I believe Michael and I were destined to connect from the beginning.


I had most of my early birthday parties at Uncle Ira’s house, because our home wasn’t big enough to handle the large number of guests. I didn’t know many of them. When we came to visit, Ira smoked a big cigar and sat next to Papa in a lawn chair. “So, Vincente,” he’d say, “what’s happening at MGM?” They’d schmooze about everything, but somehow it always came back to music and Broadway: shows that were runaway hits, shows that flopped on the Great White Way, shows that fizzled out of town and never even made it to Broadway. Even though we were in the movie business, Broadway still cast a shadow of prestige over our lives. Maybe that’s why I got the idea at an early age that I was destined for the bright lights of New York City—three thousand miles away.


I was fascinated by the way adults talked to each other. And nobody fascinated me more than Mama. She was a megastar, and the press was always writing about her. Some of the stories were swell. Others were cruel. They said she was a bad mother, that she drank too much, took too many pills, and ignored her family. I’ve said this many times over the years, so let me say it again, loud and clear: Mama loved me passionately, and to this day I love her just as much. She loved Papa when she married him. But they learned not to like each other. Mama was amazing. To this day I can close my eyes and hear her laugh. Both of my parents made me feel special, but in very different ways.


Papa was solid and loving, a rock made out of honey. He always celebrated me as a performer. Mama gave me “encouragement.” As I grew older and joined the family business, however, she made me terrifyingly aware of what I didn’t do well. There were moments of great love from her, as well as stinging critiques I came to dread. A feeling of deep inadequacy. Years later, I wonder if I’ve fully risen above it.


Was life perfect with my parents? With Papa, yes. With Mama? Stay tuned.


Back then, Hollywood felt like a small village where people knew and supported each other. My parents hosted a lot of parties, and the most famous people filled our living room: Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr. (who later bought our home on Evanview), Henry Mancini, Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, David Niven, Marilyn Monroe, and actress Ann Sothern. Our house was a warm, inviting place. My friends came over all the time to play, and Mama had a trunk full of her costumes that she let me wear whenever I wanted. Sometimes the only sounds you heard were tour buses rumbling through the quiet tree-lined streets. We were living our own version of Meet Me in St. Louis, the classic 1944 movie that’s always had a special place in my heart. Mama was the star, and Papa directed. They met on the set and got married. He couldn’t ignore the girl in the trailer next door—and that’s why I’m here!


As a little girl, I remember feeling safe. I rode my bike, my parents came home from work each day, and there were meals waiting on the table. It was this way for a little while. But it wouldn’t be all blueberry pie for long.


Drive from Mama, Dreams from Papa


If you didn’t know me well at the time, you’d think I was a painfully shy little girl. An introvert hiding in the shadows. You’d be wrong. I was watching my parents and the people they worked with closely—and learning. I was a hungry student. To tell the truth, I’m probably shyer today than I was as a child. I’m more self-protective, more wary of people. Betrayal will do that to you. You’re either guarding yourself or bitter. For better or worse, I chose to protect myself, and I still do.


Music played in our home all the time. Mama loved funny songs. Papa loved romantic songs. They sang and joked, and I heard everything that went on between them. That is, the things they let me hear. We lived in a split-level house, and my bedroom was on the lower level. If Mama and Papa had nasty arguments in their bedroom above me, I never heard them. My parents told me how I’d crawl upstairs to be with them before I could walk. The three of us ate dinner together by candlelight. When it was bedtime, my nanny, Mrs. MacFarlane, took me downstairs to my room. Mama tucked me in and sang to me until I fell asleep.


Some memories like that are unforgettable: Papa taking me everywhere in his car and snapping endless pictures of me . . . me dancing at my birthday parties . . . laughing with friends . . . hiding under the grand piano at my parents’ parties, until Sammy Davis Jr. picked me up, put me on his lap, and called me a princess.


It seemed clear that I would follow my parents into showbiz. Papa was forever teaching me legendary tunes from the Great American Songbook. One special night I walked into our living room filled with guests, wearing an elaborate little dress that he’d made for me. He asked me to sing “Love for Sale” by Cole Porter, a classic song about ladies of the night. I was twirling a boa and dancing around the room. It had to be the first and only time, I think, this song was debuted by a four-year-old. The guests howled! Some might wonder if it was appropriate for my papa to have his little girl sing that song. Too soon, perhaps? I had no idea what I was singing. In the end, it all worked out pretty well for me.


I never gave much thought to the world beyond my own, and why would I? Life was an endless parade of movie sets and elaborate birthdays for me and my friends. And when I say elaborate, I mean it. I remember police blocking off the street for a miniature choo-choo train. There were pony rides, impromptu musical performances by the kids, and a drunken clown. Home movies captured it all. To this day, I’m fascinated by a brief shot of me swinging around a streamed pole in Uncle Ira’s backyard on one of my birthdays. The camera follows me and then freezes on my face. That innocent little girl couldn’t possibly know what was coming. It was only the beginning of such a big life.


Trouble


When you’re living on a cloud in an idyllic sky, it’s hard to spot signs of a change in the weather. One day, trauma became impossible to ignore. I think it was just before my fifth birthday when I got a crash course in the highs and lows of Mama’s world. To be fair, it’s amazing that—with all we know now about substance use disorder—Mama got through her pregnancy and a few beautiful years with me before that dreadful condition in her blood erupted all over us. I didn’t know then, but none of our lives would ever be the same. It makes me sad and angry that what we know today about addiction was not available to Mama. She suffered because of it. She was devastated by her use of pills and alcohol. I wish I could have saved her.


People always say, “What a tragedy!” Well, Mama’s life wasn’t all tragic. Yes, there were too many doctors, too many pills, too many sanitarium visits. But she did almost everything in her life she wanted to. For those of you who never saw her onstage, look at her films. Listen to her music. She worked long hours, day after day, from an early age, doing whatever the studios asked her to do. And still, people said she wasn’t disciplined enough. Well, drop dead is what I say to those folks. She fought hard to keep her demons at bay, during years when her career hit brilliant peaks and discouraging lows. She had a personal courage that most people never experience. Mama was hilarious, wise, and magnificent. I wanted to please her and make her laugh. And when her unhappiness exploded without warning, it scared the living hell out of me.


On the night before my fifth birthday, Mama, Papa, and I were watching Uncle Miltie (The Milton Berle Show) on our new television set and eating pumpkin pie. I was lying on the couch wearing my Hopalong Cassidy outfit and cowboy boots. I loved the getup so much, I slept in it. Mama was walking back and forth in front of the couch, mimicking the show and acting things out comically, the way only she could do. Daddy and I couldn’t stop laughing. Of course, I wanted to join the act and tried to do a backflip. I was childishly awkward. I reared back and shot out my legs, and a boot accidentally smacked Mama in the head! Suddenly she was screaming at me. She screamed and screamed, and it seemed as if the yelling went on for hours. It wasn’t as bad as the commotion at Lana Turner’s house. But damn close. This was an accident! Didn’t she understand?


Papa took her upstairs and finally calmed her down. Within minutes, Mama came back down. She apologized and forgave me, saying everything was okay. That it wasn’t my fault. Then she burst into tears. I was so confused. Should I be taking care of her? Or should she be taking care of me? Mama explained she’d been under a lot of pressure at the studio that day. She took me in her arms and kissed away my tears.


From that moment on, my fear of her never went away. I had hurt my precious mama. And I’d never get over it. I’d never stop believing that I needed to protect her. Ask any adult child of an addict: They’ll tell you that once you learn this lesson, you never unlearn it. There’s dreadful anxiety to cope with, and it sets you up for all the other relationships in your life.


Although the tension that night finally lifted, it left an indelible mark on me. At five years old, I learned that if Mama got angry, she was the most terrifying person in my life. Today I have only one trigger for trauma. And that’s a horror of screaming voices.


There were days when the adults in our house gently told me not to go into her room, and it was good advice. Because these were times when Mama was someone to avoid. She’d remain in bed for days at a time, heavily drugged and in a deep state of depression. Virtually nobody was allowed in. When I accidentally wandered into her bedroom several times, I was ordered out with an angry “Ssshhh!” It upset me to see her so unhappy and hidden away. A few days later she’d be up and about, as if nothing had happened. I was happier then, for sure, but the constant ups and downs had an impact on me. You never knew which Mama was going to come out of that bedroom.


What sounds crazy to most became normal for us.


So it didn’t seem strange when Mama began confiding her fears, resentments, and anger to me. I was a kid, five years old, and, as odd as this may sound, this was therapy for her. She’d sit me down and vent. I’d listen quietly and nod as she went on, even though it wasn’t easy to understand what she was saying. She treated me like a psychoanalyst and made no apologies for doing it. “There will be no baby talk in our home,” she’d say. “Why start out on the wrong foot? Enough people are going to say goo-goo, ga-ga when you’re older. They’ll double-talk you when you’re older. So, I’ll talk straight to you when you’re young.”


And boy, did she.


As I got older, Mama taught me how much you can learn in life just by watching. Something I was already beginning to understand on my own. But never so much as when I watched her perform. She wasn’t just singing to an audience. She was connecting with people on the deepest level. She read the room and made contact. Years later, I’d try to do the same thing.


And that’s not all I learned watching her: She didn’t just tell me that you’ve got to be tough to survive. Instead, she showed me that you can’t take things too seriously. Life can and will turn your world upside down. The only way to get through it all, she said, is to power through with a great sense of humor and an even greater sense of purpose. Never let up. Never give up. And never stop laughing.


I’ve taken that lesson to heart. Today, when I recall some of the rough things I’ve been through, I have to laugh. And then I keep going. Isn’t that what moving forward is all about—isn’t that what women are all about? Staying tough, staying strong. That’s what Mama taught me.


As a kid, I could only imagine the pressures on her every day. Studio bosses made inhumane demands of her—sometimes forcing her to do ten takes of a scene when she was on the verge of collapsing from sheer exhaustion. Friends, business advisers, even some family members betrayed her. All the while she did her best to take care of our family. Despite it all, I remember the loving attention I got from both her and Papa. Sometimes at night they’d put me in bed between them, and we’d drift off to sleep. They held hands across my stomach or my head, and I didn’t dare move. It was warm and dark and safe in there. I could have lived there forever.


A Love Letter to Vincente


I wanted so much to take care of Mama. Papa, on the other hand, was a loving security blanket. He smothered me with affection, and if he came close to spoiling me, his heart was in the right place. Through all the ups and downs with Mama, I could always tell him, “I don’t understand.” And he’d explain things.


He was my lifeline. My anchor.


I remember going to MGM with him and watching him work. These were the best days of my childhood. He’d let me ride up in the boom with him, and I learned how stage musicals were turned into movies. He was patient with me, but he ordered actors about, yelling at them to do things differently. He demanded perfection. I loved the whole process, especially when he let me play a role, however small. Once, with his blessing, I threw confetti on actors during the Black and White Ball scene of An American in Paris.


When he took me to the studio, it was like a second education. I got my lifelong passion for dancing during our trips to MGM. Some of the greatest artists in the world were hard at work in the dance shack: Gene Kelly, Fred Astaire, and Cyd Charisse. I watched them all. Learning. I loved the rehearsals and memorized routines I’d seen. In fairness to Papa, the dramas he directed didn’t grab me the same way. But I couldn’t get enough of his musicals. They were passports to a world I loved. When I saw him put ballet together with music, I was hooked. You can see this in a photograph taken of us at the time. I’m sitting on his lap at the studio, and he’s proudly looking down at his little girl. But I’m transfixed. Lost in another world.


Papa went out of his way to make things comfortable for me. While he was shooting a film, he took me with him to the daily rushes—a screening of the previous day’s scenes. Actors and others would gather in a small room on the MGM lot to see them, but before Papa showed the rushes, he played an MGM Tom and Jerry cartoon just for me, and I loved it. I remember a roomful of actors muttering “Jesus Christ” each time they realized they had to sit through another cartoon before watching the rushes.


My father never talked down to me, even when I had no idea what he was talking about. One morning, as we wolfed down pancakes for breakfast at a coffee shop on La Brea and Sunset, he talked about a flashback scene in his next movie. “What’s that, Papa?” I asked. I was flattered by his attention. He took the time to explain to me what a flashback was, and I began to understand. He spoke to me like an adult. But more than that, he just got me. He loved and challenged my imagination, asking, “What do you want to be, Liza May?” “I don’t know,” I’d answer. “A matador!” Presto! He made a cape for me with red crepe paper and a toreador jacket. If I believed it, I could be it.


And what fun we had. I gave him a list of my favorite costumes from his movies, and he made small versions of them for me. They were magical. Papa told me I could be anybody I’d want to be. That’s what I mean when I say he gave me my dreams. I still have some of those costumes, and I remember they came in handy at Halloween. I’m sure I was the only kid on the block who went door-to-door dressed up as Margaret Hamilton.


Papa had made me a copy of the black costume she wore as the Wicked Witch of the West in The Wizard of Oz. I was unhappy at first, convinced I wouldn’t scare people. I later found out he took care of that with a phone call to his pal Gene Kelly, the legendary actor and dancer. When I knocked on Gene’s door to trick or treat, he so convincingly pretended to be frightened and collapsed. “A witch!” he shouted. “A terrible witch! Save me!”


Best Halloween ever.


I went everywhere with Papa, to the circus and the Ice Capades. Although I told him I wanted to be an ice skater, he also encouraged me to start singing. A wise move. He told me stories about Colette (seriously) while my friends read books about Heidi. Most important, he took me to parties at Oscar Levant’s house—yet another uncanny point of connection between Michael and me.


It was Oscar’s wife, June, who introduced Michael to Ira Gershwin years ago. As a twenty-year-old kid, an aspiring singer and pianist, Michael had discovered some vintage recordings for sale at a Los Angeles record store. He instantly saw that they were priceless LPs and demos by Levant, who had died several years before. He brought them to June’s home and soon began working for Ira on her strong recommendation. Once again, call it God, fate, or coincidence. Michael and I were part of the same world and would one day be connected at the hip.


Papa watched me grow up with pride. He watched me dance by myself, in front of a mirror, and encouraged me to take lessons. He gave me guidance about acting. When it came to singing, of course, that was the other wing of the house. If I hit a flat note, Mama had no problem letting me know. I didn’t enjoy singing for her in front of other people, because I didn’t want her critique to be public. Whenever I sang for her, I was learning. When I sang with Papa, I was glowing. He had endless patience with me. Daddy watched all of the mini-musical shows my friends and I created for him and Mama when he got home from work. He always had time for me, no matter how tired he was. I was always worth it. He made me feel like I was part of his world, and I believed him. At five years old, I didn’t know I wasn’t ready! That dream wouldn’t come true for many years.


One day Papa and I were driving to the studio after school, and he was going on about the challenges he faced in creating An American in Paris. I interrupted and said, “I want you to direct me.” Of course, he said, we’ll pick a scene to work on at home. No, I answered, I want you to direct me. Okay, he said, we’ll find a place at the studio. “No,” I said with exasperation. When he asked what I meant, I said, “I want you to get mad at me and shout! Just like you get mad at other people!” I never wanted to leave his side. I wanted to be with him in the studio for everything, the good and the bad.


We were quite a pair, but we also had our moments. I was jealous of anyone who competed with me for his attention. Once, during one of my birthday parties at Uncle Ira’s, a little girl whom I didn’t know came up to him and smiled. He picked her up and gave her a sweet little kiss on the check. He didn’t realize I had been watching him across the backyard. I marched up and punched him in the nose! Papa was momentarily dazed, but he recovered and found a way to forgive me. How amazing is that? He always understood where I was coming from. He also warned me never to do that again, kiddo.


Lesson learned.


It was inevitable that, at some point, I’d be cast in a movie. The big moment came when I was three years old. The studio press release called it a “cameo,” but it was just a bit part in the closing scene of 1949’s In the Good Old Summertime. Although I didn’t even have any lines, it was my cinematic debut.


I wore an elegant little turn-of-the-century dress. At the last moment, Van Johnson—a big Hollywood star whom MGM forced into the closet with a sham marriage—picked me up and held me. But there was something wrong. My bottom felt incredibly cold. The dresser forgot to give me underpants! I was too young to realize that I had just learned an old Hollywood lesson: Always cover your ass, because no one will do it for you, honey.


Mama had her own unforgettable take on my first gig. Asked by an interviewer if I had been paid for the appearance, she said, “Yes, Liza got the Screen Actors Guild minimum daily rate of $47.50 for one day’s work.” That would be worth about $633.00 today. “That’s a lot of money for a three-year-old,” she added. “I never forgave myself for letting her hang around the house for the first two years of her life doing nothing.”


When Childhood Ends Too Soon


Until my fifth birthday I was shielded from my parents’ growing unhappiness with each other. Then, without warning, the truth was there for all to see. Mama was riding an emotional roller coaster. Her on-screen triumphs were overshadowed by depression and exhaustion. As I later learned, they were fueled by an inherited chemical dependence on drugs and alcohol.


It’s not as if she ignored this condition. On their 1945 honeymoon in New York, Mama said, “Hold my hand, darling,” and she and Papa took a walk in the park near the Sutton Place apartment where they were staying. Mama suddenly grabbed bottles of the pills she had been taking out of her purse—amphetamines, sleeping pills, tranquilizers, all of them—and threw them into the East River. She said that she wanted to turn a new page without pills. Papa told me years later that this gesture convinced him they would be able to make it as a couple. It was a moment of extraordinary honesty (unless she had a few other pills hidden under a mattress). Whatever the case, Mama was desperate to escape the genetic condition that raged in her blood. She knew what she wanted to do. She tried, again and again.


I couldn’t understand the roots of this in 1951, nor could the adults around me. It only became clear decades later. Mama had a problem that couldn’t be willed away. At best, she’d learn to keep it at bay. Her mood swings got more volatile, and her unhappiness with Papa was harder to cover up. She needed a man to rescue her and whisk her out of the downward spirals. My parents loved each other, but in the end, he couldn’t handle her.


As I grew up, it was painful watching Mama trying to shake off her demons. She sought help in rehab units and hospitals on both coasts. She spent millions of dollars, praying that they could heal her. Nothing worked.


It’s no secret who the culprits were. Industry executives—and, I’m told, my grandmother—had poisoned her with uppers and downers since she was a child star. She was given pills to keep her energy up over the long workday hours and pills to put her to sleep so she could work the next day. They took a dreadful toll. Mama had rounds of electroshock therapy and took leaves of absence from work to regain her health. When MGM could no longer put up with her no-shows on the set, they fired her in 1950. For the first time in her adult life, she had no professional base of financial or artistic support. She was broke and humiliated.


I remember the time she went away for psychiatric treatment at a Boston hospital. Papa and I drove her to the train station in downtown Los Angeles. When it came time for us to leave, Mama began weeping—and he hopped aboard to go with her. He left me in the station with my nanny, who took me home. I cried as the train pulled away, wondering why they didn’t take me, too. When Mama finished rehab in Boston, she sent for me, and I traveled by train across the country with my nanny to be with her. Our hopes rose, until the next setback.


Through it all Papa was my constant. He kept telling me that Mama was getting better and we’d all be a family again. He tried desperately to keep the marriage together for my sake. Eventually, Mama moved into another house, getting the privacy and space she needed. Finally, he decided it was time to call it quits. It was a brave decision. On the day they were divorced, both my parents had run out of money. Neither of them was a big saver, and, as I later learned, they lived way beyond their means.


For a while, they had a comfortable life, living high and well. But now it was all gone—to psychiatric bills, celebrity indulgences, house payments, staff to manage the house, doctors, lavish nights out on the town, travel, and birthday parties.


I didn’t fully understand what “divorce” meant until it was happening to us. Luckily, Papa made the transition easy. Although he shared custody, he knew it was important for me to have stability in my life. He graciously gave up his interest in our home on Evanview. Life could be rocky with Mama, but he knew it was important for me to spend time with her.


I settled into my new life, staying with Mama and Papa on different nights. She seemed more relaxed, and he spoiled me as never before. Some of his friends were critical, saying I might turn into a selfish little brat. But I never saw it that way. If a parent spoils you as a distraction, to cover up their lack of attention, that’s one thing. But if they truly love you, that’s different. Papa lavished attention on me when I needed it most.


One time, when he was driving me and a friend to summer camp a hundred miles north of Los Angeles, I remembered halfway there that I forgot to bring my favorite doll. I cried my head off, freaking out at the thought of being without her. Most parents, with justification, would tell a child this wasn’t the end of the world. They’d mail the doll to her. Not Papa. He wheeled the car around, picked up the doll at home, and we began the long drive all over again.


Despite their rupture, I was still the one and only child of Judy Garland and Vincente Minnelli. It was hard to get used to, but I knew that my parents never stopped loving me. And I never lost hope that Mama would get better. We were a family, and that would never change. Then everything changed.


Enter, Sid Luft


Although they had met several times before, Mama and Sid Luft’s first real conversation took place in a New Jersey nightclub in 1950, when Mama and Papa were still married. They hit it off instantly, even though a friend warned her that Sid Luft was a shady character, “an unbelievable son of a bitch” who spelled trouble. After the calm of being married to Papa, Sid’s dangerous nature seemed sexy and appealing to Mama. He was the divorced producer of B pictures from Bronxville, New York, a racetrack gambler and brawling tough guy who knew what he wanted the minute he saw it. The night he met Mama, he knew he wanted her.


Compared to my urbane, soft-spoken Papa, Sid was from another, less polished, planet. It was an odd match. Still, Mama was smitten with him—especially when he promised that he’d take control of her career and put her on top once again. They both loved taking chances; both had fierce tempers. Mama wanted a knight in shining armor, and Sid passed the audition.


They decided to get married, but not before Mama sat me down one afternoon to talk it over at home, as she was putting on her makeup. What would I think, she said, if she married Sid? “Can’t you just get married again to Papa?” I asked. Mama said that was impossible. Then she asked how I’d feel if I had a baby brother or sister. “Oh, I’d love that!” I said. Well, she replied, if Sid and I get married, that just might happen. I was still skeptical, so Mama dropped the matter and never mentioned it again.


A few weeks later I was at home with Papa, watching TV. The evening news came on, and there was a picture of Mama and Sid on the screen. The announcer said they had been secretly married three days before. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Mama got married. Without telling me. Worse, I had missed the wedding party! I was sure it took place in some ritzy hotel and felt bad. Then I found out the wedding took place at a wilderness ranch, right next to the San Benito County Fair. Ha! I figured out that’s why I was staying with Papa that night in Los Angeles. Mama and Sid were getting hitched, and they wanted to do this privately. Or at least as privately as the media would allow. Years later, Papa told me I made a quick recovery that evening. I took an ice-cream bar out of the freezer and tried to forget what I had just seen on TV.


Soon after they got married in 1952, Mama, Sid, and I moved into a house on North Maple Drive in Beverly Hills that we sublet from Joseph and Dorothy Fields, the legendary songwriter. As we waited for Sid to come home one night, Mama knelt before me and asked a favor: “Would you please call him ‘Papa Sid’ when he comes through the door tonight?”


I winced.


Papa was my special name for my father, whom I loved, and Mama knew that. I had no such feelings for Sid. None whatsoever. And she knew that as well. I looked her in the eyes, sad and overwhelmed, yet unable to say no. The child of an addict, defined. Minutes later we heard Sid’s Cadillac roaring up the driveway, a car he’d paid for with winnings at the racetrack. As young as I was, I knew he was anything but stable. The minute he came in I gulped, followed orders, and said softly, “Hello, Papa Sid.”


He went all red in the face, and Mama laughed. We all hugged each other. Our life together was beginning. Two out of three of us were happy.










Chapter two


Memories of Mama


Our House Was Not a Home


 


Mama, Sid, and I moved into an amazing new house in the summer of 1953. I’ll never forget the first time I saw it. For me, it was like that moment in The Wizard of Oz when everything changes from black-and-white to color. 144 South Mapleton Drive, tucked into a corner of Holmby Hills near Westwood, was something else.


Suddenly, we were living in a beautiful two-story, nineteen-room house that was more than a mansion. It was a Tudor-style estate. The only question was—could we afford it? With production just beginning on A Star Is Born, Mama and Sid had no doubts. The big bucks would be rolling in soon enough. Well, good luck with that. If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans. I know now that South Mapleton Drive was a symbol of dysfunction from the start. Sid was a gambler, determined to impress Mama. She was struggling with pills and alcohol. Not exactly the right moment for two people to bet their future on a movie yet to be made.


I was seven years old on the day we moved in, and just walking through the house was an overwhelming experience. Five bedrooms. Five baths. A forty-foot living room with a vaulted ceiling, a black Steinway piano, a huge dining-room table, even a trampoline in the backyard. There were beautifully decorated bedrooms for me and my new baby sister, Lorna, who was born several months before. Talk about luxury! We had two spacious dens. Renaissance-style chairs. A golden rug. Italian statues. This was the home where I’d grow up over the next seven years. And it seemed to be the epitome of a very rich person’s house. A symbol of the American Dream with a picture-perfect family lucky to be living there.


But who were we kidding? My life on South Mapleton Drive would be anything but normal. Looking back, I realize that moving into that beautiful albatross of a house was strike two for the end of my childhood. (Strike one was kicking Mama in the head several years earlier. We’ll get to strike three in a bit). I’ve often said that I became an adult too early and a child much too late. Our years as a “family” in Holmby Hills would be turbulent and unpredictable, every day. Life was luxurious, unstable, and in many ways very scary. Mapleton is where I began my first real adult job, as a caretaker for my mother—something no kid should ever experience.


But it was also here, in this tree-shaded oasis, that my dream and determination to become a dancer, actress, and singer took root. I spent hours in my room, learning songs from Ella Fitzgerald, Frank Sinatra, of course Mama, and all the greats from the American Songbook. It’s the house where I sang at parties for her friends and spent hours practicing my dancing in front of a mirror. I was fascinated watching Mama rehearse new material at the piano with Roger Edens. He was her original vocal trainer at MGM, a lifelong friend and a major creative force in the studio’s Golden Age of Musicals. As I watched, she gave me a master class in how to be, and not to be, an artist, and I was a quick study. My memories of her are as vivid today as they were back then, the very best and the very worst of everything.


We were living in a dream house, but it was not a home for long. By 1960, when I was fourteen, Mama and Sid were forced to sell the place under foreclosure. They were no longer able to outrun their mounting income-tax and financial problems. This was a shock but, in truth, the turbulence jolting our family began before we even moved into the new house.


My sister, Lorna, a beautiful, sweet-tempered girl with golden curls and a beaming smile, was born on November 21, 1952. I was so excited to have a baby sister. I practiced taking care of her with my dolls, even before she arrived. I’m happy to tell you that she was, and still is, much more fun than any doll! I’ve always adored her and my brother, Joey, born three years later.


Soon after Mama came home from the hospital, we thought she’d be happy, too. Within days of returning, she tried to kill herself.


We now understand that Mama was wrestling with postpartum depression, made worse by overdosing on barbiturates, amphetamines, and alcohol. A cycle of chemical highs and lows that was beyond any comprehension—not just for me, but for all the adults around her. She was wrestling with terrible demons that arrived and departed with zero warning. It was a foreshadowing of what my own life would become decades later.


The tragic event erupted when one of the kind women who worked on our staff called Mama’s name repeatedly and got no answer. She raced through the house and found her collapsed in her glorious private bathroom. The floor was covered with blood. Mama had slashed her neck with a razor blade, and the bleeding wouldn’t stop.


Luckily, multiple doctors raced to the scene and stitched her up on the spot. The fact that she had tried to end her life was shocking. But there was an even more bizarre twist: Sid told me years later that when Mama woke up beside him the next morning, he expected her to be depressed, contrite, and filled with rage. Nope! Mama was in a great mood. Just filled with laughter. Despite bandages around her neck, she wolfed down a lumberjack breakfast. In a moment of self-reflection, she wondered aloud why she was always battling depression. Then she brightened up the world around her, like nothing had happened.


This was my first experience of Mama attempting suicide. And because she always rallied, I fooled myself into believing she was immortal and could never die. If you factor in the blood and drama, this was a brilliant performance. Attention would be paid. It was a guarantee. Although I didn’t know it at the time, it was also a red flag for my future. I’d become very familiar with this frightening cycle that Mama went through for the rest of her life. It scarred her and the people who loved her. If you’re keeping score, that was strike three. My childhood would never be the same.


This was hard for me to understand as a child. Today, at age eighty, I know all about Mama’s substance use disorder and the damage it caused. But I still haven’t wrapped my mind around the suicide attempts. I can’t. They still frighten the hell out of me and break my heart. I wish I could hold Mama in my arms now, tell her how much I love her, and give her all the attention and help she deserved yet never received.


One night, several months after the suicide attempt, Lorna’s nurse and Mama had a terrible fight. She was furious and stormed out of the house. Then the nurse left. I was all alone with my frightened, screaming baby sister and didn’t have a clue about what to do. Finally, I roused the cook. She and I took turns caring for Lorna, until Mama came home.


Life was getting weirder and scarier. I guess Mama and Sid loved each other, but they also enjoyed torturing each other. Loud, cruel, and vicious arguments broke out without warning. He was infuriated by her instability and self-destructive behavior. Mama suspected him of everything from infidelity to stealing money from her to feed his gambling habit. I saw and heard all of this. And one strange element was that, after these nasty fights, they’d retreat to the bedroom and emerge later in a glow of happiness. It was straight out of the morning-after scene in Gone with the Wind, where Rhett carries Scarlett up the stairs, ravishes her in the bedroom, and they wake up hours later, beaming and content. They could have shot the sequel on Mapleton Drive. Every time Mama and Sid fought, they’d come back smiling. Then something, no matter how trivial, would set them off again. Scream. Fight. Bedroom. Make up. Scream. I can’t speak for Mama and Sid, but I was exhausted.


I was relieved, so happy, when I got to spend time with Papa. He doted on me more than ever, and I quickly got used to bouncing between the households. Weekends with him were wonderful. We used to go to Beverly Park, at the corner of Beverly and La Cienega Boulevards. They called it “Kiddieland,” but some called it “Divorceland.” Lots of kids were there with one of their estranged parents—enjoying the rides, cotton candy, and a separate park with ponies to ride next door. This was life for the children of divorce in Hollywood, and it became a comfortable routine for me. Meanwhile, I was making new pals in the neighborhood.
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