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Overture


All life, even the cruelest drama and most absurd comedy, is a form of show business, a kind of performance, and I have been lucky enough to have created the moving picture show of my own life. I have starred in it, produced it, written it, directed it—even financed and distributed it. What’s even better is that I get to rerun it now and then, to see things I might have missed back then. In this third act of my life, much has become clearer. So much is over, and I am over so much.

I have learned to ease up on worry, scheming for films or roles, planning for better surroundings, and feeling anger at all our leaders who operate politically rather than humanely. Yes, I am over all that. I’m over listening to advertisements, the latest fashions (I never was much for that), events I should attend in order to be seen, red carpet madness. I’m getting more and more free from the expectations of the external world. In fact, the one worry I can’t seem to give up and get over is a lingering fear that being a reclusive, happy, older woman may not be entirely healthy. But who says so? I’m not interested in parties, new outfits (only comfortable ones), being socially acceptable, and whether I’ll be on anyone’s so-called A-list. My goodness, what a way to live!

I’m not over going to the movies, seeing live theater, hearing symphonies, eating a good dinner (I’m learning to dine out alone), attending a worthy charity event (for half an hour), visiting a sick friend, or taking treats and toys to the animal shelter.

I am over what other people think (I got over that a long time ago), and trying to persuade them to come around to my point of view about anything.

One thing will always be a constant with me. I have a guiding sense of curiosity. I will never get over asking Why. This questioning has been with me all my life. It is my sustenance, my inspiration, my joy, and my intellectual food and color. I will never be over my search for the Big Truths. And I’m not the only one. Most people I’ve met around the world believe we are not alone in the universe but will not talk about this openly because they’re terrified of being humiliated publicly for their beliefs. Some scientists, academics, and movers and shakers I’ve met were even reluctant to discuss it privately because of how they might be perceived. (Just another reason I revere the brilliant and fearless Stephen Hawking!)

Everywhere I’ve traveled in the world I’ve found that people are looking for something to fill the loneliness inside them; they are after what I think of as “The Big Truth.” It doesn’t matter how wealthy or well situated they are; after surface talking, joking, eating, Hollywood gossip, and cultural politeness, the conversation always turns to why are we here, what is the point of life, is God real, are we alone in the universe? That’s because, like me, most people have realized that money isn’t the answer to their emptiness. In fact, it sometimes contributes to it because the management of money (or the fear of not having enough) distracts them from any real examination of what is really bothering them.

So I’ve concluded that for us to get to the Bigger Truths, there is much for us to get over. I’ve had a good time exploring what I’ve finally gotten over and what I will never get over . . . from the ridiculous to the Big Sublime.

I’m glad I am in the third act of my life. I have loved my ride and am now appreciating relinquishing the reins and looking back. Sometimes I feel an unbearable ecstasy of loneliness for some of my past, wishing now that I had been so much more present then. Sometimes I feel it all happened to someone else, and I long to get the “me” of it all back. How could I have done so much, been so many places, known so many people—and now it is all past, gone, memories of colorful stories like little movies attached to the celluloid of my brain tissue. Every now and then the little movies turn themselves on, wanting to be rerun. What didn’t I see then? What deeper meaning did I miss? Where are those actors and actresses and politicians from my past now? They are still with me, in all the things they taught me, the memories of the times we shared. Fascinating and talented people, mind-expanding conversations, and curiosity about the future—those are things I will never get over.

On with the show!



I’m Not Over My Need to Know


When I look back on my seventy-six adventure-peppered years of life, I want to celebrate my “still here-ness.” While I am definitely more still now, I do like being here. One of my great passions in life was traveling, which I’m sorry to say is not true anymore. I’m over all that. I like being here where I am. And I like being still.

The idea of walking through an airport in a state of terror over the idea that the TSAs (“Thugs Standing Around”) won’t let Terry, my terrier dog, on the plane with me is my worst nightmare. What has happened to us? We obediently cower in fear, hardly even made uneasy by the thing that should really scare us: our own acceptance of the foregone conclusion that the possibility of terrorism trumps our freedom to travel.

I’m over that conclusion. I don’t believe that terrorism is the real reason we have become saluting robots. I believe we have neglected to see that terrorism is just a convenient excuse for those in power to gently instruct us to go quietly into that good night of being compliant and unrevolutionary citizens who willingly become subjugated to authority.

Tom Paine has always been my idol. He wrote of the common sense of starting a revolution and praised the Age of Reason instead of religion. Of course, he’s buried in a potters’ field somewhere where no one can pay respects. He flew too much in the face of accepted behavior, which didn’t sit well with those whose first priority was political popularity and maintaining the status quo. People like that tend not to be the ones who get the big memorials and shrines dedicated to them.

The blood of the Founding Fathers runs through my veins because I was born and raised in Virginia, the real birthplace of our American Revolution. It was also the place of metaphysical leadership—the Masonic Order. But there will be time for words like “metaphysics” later. I got over the box-type religious thinking a long time ago too, because I wanted to breathe. That is what freedom is for.

I find it interesting and more than coincidental that I developed asthma during the “W” administration. I was so frustrated with his idiocy and perpetration of harm that I literally couldn’t breathe. I ended up in the emergency room three times, and each time I felt what it must be like to die of asphyxiation. I felt the land of the free was becoming asphyxiated, too. People were so dumbed-down they didn’t even realize they weren’t in charge of their own lives or thoughts anymore. Whether 9/11 was planned by people other than Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda, I don’t know. But it certainly was conducive to the endeavor of dispensing with our individual freedom, which was supposed to be our inalienable right and the defense of which should be the primary reason we would ever go to war in the first place. We were told we should patriotically fight and kill those who would rob us of our freedoms. We didn’t need Osama. We allowed it to happen by not questioning our own elected leaders who said national security should be our highest priority.

For me, the searching of my bags and the patting down of my body and my dog is unconstitutional. Once, in Los Angeles, a big, fat, slovenly guy made me walk back and forth with Terry (26 pounds) four times through security because my boarding pass was turned the wrong way. I found myself hissing like a cat and hating these authoritarian men who were exercising their power over me, a well-known and (admittedly) privileged woman. I heard he got fired later. Maybe he picked on Rosie O’Donnell.

Traveling for me is a constant reminder here and abroad that we are becoming afraid of ourselves and our neighbors, because fear is the most powerful weapon of mass destruction. I don’t want to get over my abhorrence of such a condition. But I am over traveling, except when absolutely necessary, or unless a Pleiadean spacecraft offers me a ride to a planet where they claim to have solved such matters.

I hate that I’m over traveling because of all this security bullying. It was a multilayered experience for me everywhere I went before. I learned so much about myself because when I found myself splashed up against a foreign environment, I was all I had and all I could depend on. I never traveled as a privileged person. I rarely even went first class. I wanted to experience the “real” world away from what had been the elitist world where I’d lived since coming to Hollywood when I was just twenty. If and when people recognized me, I followed the flow where it took me and more often than not, I made new friends.

Traveling has been my greatest teacher. It has offered me the gift of seeing and experiencing other points of view and other “realities.” Ever since the early days of film, the American movie screen reached around the world and I found that wherever I went, people told me their most private secrets, I assume because I was famous and they somehow felt they knew me. They were flattered that I was interested in them and listened. I quickly learned that my American version of the truth was not necessarily anyone else’s. Not only was truth relative, it was constantly changing.

I found that life itself was theater. Each culture played its own part. Sometimes the characters in my travels were mean and unethical. Sometimes they were kind and trustworthy. Sometimes events were comical, sometimes dramatic. I had been playing an American woman all my life, so when I traveled I could break out of this typecasting and feel I’d become a member of a new culture. I began to have a more objective view of myself, and my point of view of almost anything became more flexible. By the time I was forty years old, things that previously would have been morally wrong to me were now lessons, not judgments . . . even regarding death.

I remember riding along a klong (waterway) in Bangkok, Thailand. I could see the activities of the klong dwellers as I glided past on my hired canoe. Suddenly, not more than one hundred feet away, a very young baby leaned over the side of the family canoe and toppled headfirst into the water. I strained my eyes to find him. The parents heard his coughing and gurgling, turned around, but did nothing to rescue their child. He disappeared under the water and drowned. I sat stunned, wanting to go in after the child myself, but my guide stopped me. From the Buddhist point of view, one should never interfere with the karmic will of God. If the parents or anyone else had jumped in to save the child, they would have placed him in a position of obligation for the rest of his life. The child’s life would have belonged to his rescuer. And this was one fate a Buddhist would never willingly inflict on another.

To a Buddhist, death is only another form of life anyway. Death is part of the cycles of life. Life and death are not regarded in terms of an individual’s survival or loss. The fate of the drowning child was not to be interfered with. The outcome was accepted as part of God’s will. By the same token, killing is abhorred because the act of killing is interfering with God’s will. There is, to a Buddhist, a profound difference between killing and allowing a death to occur. Fate and destiny are their philosophy and religion. I remember a friend of mine who owned a private plane saying he would never have a Buddhist pilot because that pilot would be too serene in allowing a crash to happen—fate and destiny again.

A few days after witnessing the death of that child, I went to a Thai boxing match. What distinguishes Thai boxing from any other kind is that kicking anywhere and any way is legal. The boxers wore groin cups in their trunks to protect themselves, but otherwise no form of padding or protection. In a ceremony before the match, the boxers entered the ring and performed prayers and reverence to Buddha. Each boxer prayed for the well-being of his opponent, not himself. A group of musicians began to play as each boxer performed ritualistic dance movements and stylized pantomimes in benevolent reverence for the fate of his opponent. A signal was given, whereupon the boxers proceeded to kick, smash, jab, and pummel their opponent with both fists and feet. No holds were barred. One of the boxers kicked the other in the head and snapped his neck and broke it. The man died right there on the spot.

I couldn’t believe that this was a popular sport for the peaceful Thai people, but the huge crowd went wild with enthusiasm. Two new boxers entered the ring and performed the ritualistic prayers and bowed to Buddha with mime and ritualistic dancing. The combat began. One sliced the other across the forehead with his elbow, causing blood to pour down his face. The roar of the crowd at the sight of blood was deafening. They shouted their approval above the ear-splitting music that was being played. A doctor was summoned, but the crowd chanted wildly, “Let him fight!” The wounded boxer stamped his foot until the doctor went away. Again the crowd roared its approval. The wounded boxer attacked his opponent, smearing his blood all over them both. His adversary continued kicking the head wound open further and further. Blood was flying everywhere. The crowd was ecstatic. I was stunned and almost apoplectic. The doctor came back and the crowd booed. Two stretchers were ordered since the head wound was completely open now. Both boxers looked more like human protoplasm than men. Finally, the match was stopped, much to the anger of the audience.

Yes, Thailand was a paradox. But aren’t we all? One person’s entertainment is another person’s hell.

I began to speculate on whether such a popular bloodletting sport gave the Thai people an outlet for their repressed anger and submission. Was this sport a way to vent their hostility and rage (emotions that perhaps surge in all of us)? Perhaps violent sports are necessary and preferable to the alternative things we could do to each other.

In Thailand, I was once again made aware of how parochial my values were. I had learned everything I knew from the limited confines of my childhood—from my parents, from the schools I had attended, and from the neighborhood I grew up in. As a child and an adolescent growing up in the “land of the free,” I had not been educated to think beyond the parameters of what my traditional teachers wanted me to know. My parents always tried to protect me from harm if I dared attempt too much. In effect, they put up a three-foot-high emotional fence around me. I learned to jump over it. They would then erect something a few feet higher. I would jump over that, too. They never made me feel afraid—they just wanted to protect me. Maybe I sought out so many dangerous adventures in my life because my parents made me see that there were a host of potentially scary things out there in the world, but didn’t do so in a way that would stifle my curiosity. In effect, they were teaching me how to jump. That’s what I’ve been doing all my life. Intentionally or not, my parents taught me how to jump over my own walls in life and to dare.

When I look back on some of my experiences, I’m intrigued by which ones I recall as being important. There seems to be a separation of heart experience and mind/body experience. If I were to write a book today just about my travels, it would result in a different book from the ones I wrote in the past. The truth is that no matter where I went, I was always looking for myself. That journey into myself as I evaluated my beliefs and values, whether living at home or in far-flung corners of the world, has been the most important journey of all. That journey is what led to my search to understand the true meaning of spirituality. I was learning that I truly was creating everything. I was attempting to understand the character I had created as myself in the theater of life.



I’m Over Being Concerned About What I Shouldn’t Do


I like ageing because I can forget all about the things that mattered in the past. I used to think it really mattered if I wore high heels to a premiere or not. Can you imagine? Over the years, I’ve realized that the “theater” of the past is a script I no longer want to play a part in.

The older I get, the more adventurous my script becomes, maybe even risky. But there is no fun to be had in a safe script. I learned that from watching my parents. I left the safe harbors of my parents and childhood in order to sail with the wind a long time ago. I explored and explored, and always the journey took me inward.

I acknowledged the theater of war, the theater of politics in Washington, the theater of television news. . . . If we humans were writing the scripts and acting in the theaters of reality, I wanted to change my script. I decided to explore the theater of inner truth.



I’ll Never Get Over Trying to Understand Men and Women (Especially on a Movie Set)


I have many actress friends around my age, and when we get together we discuss how difficult it is, and always has been, to be a woman in this movie business obsessed with youth and sexuality and beauty. We know we have had to be tough and resilient, but have we also lost our feminine vulnerability? What good is being vulnerably feminine, anyway? I don’t think men really prefer that.

When I look at the pictures on my Wall of Life, the wall in my home where I’ve hung hundreds of photographs documenting movies and many different moments of my life journey, the faces peering back at me are almost all men. True, in the last ten years I’ve been comforted by the faces of Elizabeth, Nicole, Jane, Meryl, Sophia, and some others. While the men may have been brilliant actors, they were not the human beings the women were, either in reliability, intelligence, or courage. Contrary to popular thought, women working together on films do not “cattily” compete with each other. On the contrary, they bond together, usually against an insensitive male in power. On Steel Magnolias, our director Herb Ross was consistently unkind to Dolly Parton and to newcomer Julia Roberts. The rest of us called him on it. The movie was fantastic and Julia went on to become the biggest star in the world. Women communicate on the level of feelings and the heart. Men tend to stay on the surface level of logic and the brain. There was a well-known adage that went around the sets of Hollywood in the old days: Never marry an actress—she is so much more than a woman. Never marry an actor—he is so much less than a man.

But I must confess, I’ve always been attracted to my male co-stars. I found male actors very intriguing, particularly when it came to vanity. The vanity of male actors is an impossible wall to scale. They know it, too. Robert Mitchum was a lesson in contradiction for me. He often seemed to be embarrassed by the makeup man or the camera director placing his chiseled face in a more favorable light. He would make self-deprecating jokes about his face, but when he walked away it would most assuredly be done in the Mitchum stride and strut—the “don’t mess with me, I’m a tough guy who rode the rails with the hobos” body language. His voice, which he boomed as a throwaway over his shoulder, had a well-practiced lower register. Yes, he was a man’s man in his own mind, but I saw something different. He used to say, “I’ll do this piece-of-shit script just so someone else won’t have to. Better me than them.” He was an extremely intelligent man with total recall who didn’t need to spend much time memorizing lines or on character analysis. But his lumbering body language seemed to cover what he didn’t want exposed. He didn’t like to fight. Didn’t like to argue (he chose to pontificate instead), and where his ability to make important choices was concerned, I’d have to say he was an emotional coward. All of his physical body art, his voice, his point of view, while demonstrating his version of himself, actually served to cover his deepest secret—he couldn’t decide anything. He was essentially passive. Life happened to him. I happened to him. He rarely made anything happen.

He had been a pinup favorite of mine when I was a teenager. I loved his huge body and his way of moving on screen; it looked as though he were striding under water. His angular face and protective arms made me swoon. So when he was cast as Jerry opposite me in Two for the Seesaw, I was granted the pleasure of getting to know my teenage dream, assessing him from a grown-up point of view. I fell for him deeply. One of the wonderful things about making movies is that you get to either burst the bubble of your own fantasies or keep them intact. With him I had a little of each, until I realized he was fascinating but not the right man for me. It’s probably a sign of maturity to go ahead and burst those bubbles—but it’s more fun to keep your fantasies intact if you can!

A movie set is the most openhearted of environments in which to get to know someone and also, sometimes, to fall in love. First of all, the expression of human emotion is what a movie is about. So to that end each person cast understands that he or she needs to get to the bottom not only of the character but of him- or herself. Second, there is a lot of time in between setups to explore the feelings, conflicts, and insecurities of whomever you’re working with. Third, everyone on the set knows that whatever happens there stays there. The crew knows it, the actors know it, and so does the front office. Once you leave the set and do whatever you do in the real world, there is no such protection.

So you have an environment where emotions are discussed and experimented with openly; there is a lot of time to indulge in exploring who you are, who you aren’t, and who you want to become; and you are protected from gossip because these are the rules of the game. And a game it is—like life—a game about the game of life. That’s why everyone on the outside wants to know about what happens on a set.

When filming a love scene, if an aggressive actor takes off all of his clothes and jumps on top of the leading lady, who may or may not peel off hers in turn—the crew will go right on lighting and moving equipment, the director will wave his hand to keep filming and say, “Okay, this is good for the characters,” the publicist will roll his eyes and wonder how to deal with TMZ, the front office will immediately hear about it and start to gossip—and if the two underclad actors actually do like each other—who knows? Life is a movie anyway. (By the way, the above story really happened . . . and it’s happened among many co-stars . . . sometimes including me . . . but that’s another story.)
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“IN THIS THIRD ACT OF MY LIFE, MUCH
HAS BECOME CLEARER. SO MUCH IS
OVER, AND | AM OVER SO MUCH .. ."

At a certain time in life, we all come to realize
what is truly important to us and what just doesn’t
matter. For Shirley Maclaine, that time is now.
In this wise, witty, and fearless collection of
small observations and big-picture questions, she
shares with readers all those things that she is
over dealing with in life, in love, at home, and
in the larger world . . . as well as the things she
will never get over, no matter how long she lives.

Among the things that Shirley is over: people
who repeat themselves (“when you didn’t care
what they said the first time”); conservatives and
liberals; ill-mannered young people; the poison
of celebrity (“Why do so many people want to
be famous when they see how it can destroy
your life2”); being polite to boring people (“If
they won't stop talking, | go into a trance and
meditate”); getting older in Hollywood (“How
peaceful it is not to have to look particularly
pretty anymore or to wear a size 6”).

In the opposite camp, there are some things
Shirley will never get over: good lighting
(“Marlene Dietrich taught me how to light myself”);
gorgeous costars (“The vanity of male actors is
an impossible wall to scale”); performing live
(“Yes, it is better than sex”); and above all, brave
people with curious minds (“Fear is the most
powerful weapon of mass destruction”).

Along the way, she recalls stories of some of
the true greats she has known—Alfred Hitchcock,

(continued on back flap)
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