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for my children and their children





    

Now I know, I understand…that in our work—acting or writing—what matters is not fame, not glory, not what I used to dream about, it’s how to endure, to bear one’s cross and have faith. I have faith and it all doesn’t hurt so much, and when I think of my calling I’m not afraid of life.

From Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull,
 translated by Nikos Psacharopoulos







    
Contents


Epigraph






Introduction

I NEVER wanted to write a book about my life




Prologue

IN THE late 1980s, something truly unexpected happened to my…




Chapter One

THE SPOTLIGHT that shined on my family in 1988 started…




Chapter Two

DURING THE couple of years that followed the Oscars, we…




Chapter Three

MY MOTHER’S family emigrated from the Mani region of southern…




Chapter Four

DURING the early days of my parents’ marriage, they ran…




Chapter Five

JUST AFTER I began the ninth grade, my family moved…




Chapter Six

WHEN I BEGAN my master’s in fine arts at Boston…




Chapter Seven

I GOT TO New York in late 1959, when I…




Chapter Eight

SOMETIMES IT SEEMED like my life was one big effort…




Chapter Nine

ONE AUTUMN NIGHT in 1977 I received another phone call.




Chapter Ten

IT HAD BEEN a long five years since Louie’s accident…




Chapter Eleven

THERE WAS A crisis with my mother. She had been…




Epilogue

IN 1999, Louie and I decided to sell our house…






Selected Reading




Olympia Dukakis Selected Credits




Acknowledgments




About the Author




Copyright




About the Publisher







    

Introduction




I NEVER wanted to write a book about my life. When I was first approached by a literary agent, I told her I wasn’t interested. I didn’t want to dredge up all the personal history that I had already spent much of my life rehashing—in conversations with my husband, my friends, my therapists, myself. I felt I had nothing new to learn or to teach. But as the idea of doing a book insinuated itself in my thoughts, I grew more and more attracted to the possibilities. I couldn’t resist taking one more look back.

When I play a role on stage, I tell the same story night after night, but each time, I see and understand a little bit more of who that character is. In order to write the story of my life, though, the only script I had was “Olympia” and what a chaotic, angry, loving, contradictory character she turned out to be. But as the events of my life began to unreel in my mind, I recognized that I had an advantage now I’d not had in the past: I had the vantage point of distance. Looking back through the prism of time and experience, I went over and over the events of my life, trying to identify the narrative threads that have made me who I am; trying to understand the forces that have made me Olympia Dukakis, Greek-American, mother, actress, wife, trying to make a coherent story out of all of it. There were times I wanted to quit, but as I began to unravel the past and examine where I came from, several themes revealed themselves. The biggest one turned out to be the one that made this book-writing process so difficult at times; here I was, trying to define who I am for the reader and realizing that one of the main themes of my life was to defy definition.

Much of what I’ve done in my life, many of the decisions I’ve made, has been a reaction to ethnic and gender bias. I’ve spent a large part of my life rejecting the definition of what a Greek-American, and what a woman, was supposed to be. I’d set out to define myself, not fall into the role others wanted to define for me. I’d done it from as early as I can remember; first with my parents, then as a schoolgirl, later as an actress and wife and mother.

The life I’ve chosen to lead bears very little resemblance to what has been expected of me in all those roles. I’m a poster child for the bad Greek daughter—there are no Greek Orthodox bishops holding up my picture and nominating me as a role model. As a woman, I never fit into the prescribed parameters of “proper” behavior. As an actress, I’ve made choices that led me directly away from the fame and fortune acting is supposed to bring. As a wife, I refused to be stifled by the rules that society says wives are supposed to follow. As a mother, I made mistakes, but I’m happy to say that my three grown children like spending time with me, I believe, because they see me as a human being as well as a mom.

It’s not always easy to stay true to your own definition of yourself. There’s a lot of pressure from the outside world, telling you to be like everyone else, don’t rock the boat, take the easy way out. When you fight that, you naturally put yourself on the outside, and I spent a lot of my life feeling like an outsider. When I was younger, I took this as an indictment, but I grew to understand it was not just the road I’d carved out for myself through sheer stubbornness, it was the only road I wanted to take. In the year 2000, I played one of the most demanding roles of my career in Martin Sherman’s one-woman show, Rose. There is a line in that play that has always resonated with me, because, perhaps more than any other, it is a reflection of my own experience: “Maybe there’s a joy in not belonging.”



Women still stop me in the street to yell, “I know who I am,” which is the line Rose Castorini says in my breakout role in Moonstruck, when rebuffing a pass from a younger man. I love the strength of character it took for her to say that. I love that she believes that to be true, and that it’s the thing that keeps her true to herself. But I am not Rose Castorini. When I finally agreed to write this book, my editor suggested that should be the title. “But I don’t know who I am,” I told her, “that’s just the point.” Because the “who I am” keeps changing, evolving—it’s inevitable. We are constantly gathering—or stumbling upon—new information that, if we allow it to, will change our understanding of the past and point us in new directions for the future. The sand shifts constantly. Our life stories have a logic all their own—they meander this way and that. Their logic is the logic of the spirit as it seeks to know itself, as we seek to work and love.

What I think about my life keeps changing. At twenty, I thought one thing. At thirty, I thought another. And forty, and fifty, and so on. Each decade, sometimes each day, has brought its own revelations. If you want to know who I am today, I’ll tell you. But you better ask me again tomorrow….







    

Prologue




IN THE late 1980s, something truly unexpected happened to my family and me, something I never thought I’d see in my lifetime, something my father could only dream about. In 1988, my name became a household word. I don’t mean just in Montclair, New Jersey, where I lived at the time. And I don’t mean within the theatrical community (a community in which I’d been an active member for thirty years). I mean the name Dukakis became known all across the United States! Even around the world, thanks to an acting award and a presidential election.

For me, it meant being recognized for the role I’d played in the movie Moonstruck. For my cousin Michael, it meant being on the ballot as the Democratic candidate for president of the United States.

It was hard for me to grasp that two first-generation Greek-Americans had made it in this incredible, public way. I became—literally almost overnight—no longer what I’d always considered myself to be: a hyphenated American, living between two cultures and constantly trying to balance the many contradictions forced on us, trying to bridge a divide in ways that kept us on our toes and sharpened our senses. It also meant having to live as a kind of second-class citizen. Now we Dukakis progeny had broken through a barrier of ethnic discrimination that had been, at times, vicious, unforgiving, and isolating. But living in the hyphen, or as an “outsider,” also had its benefits. It gave us all a degree of freedom that we each, in our own way, tried to capitalize on: we weren’t expected to conform (how could you when you didn’t look like everyone else and you spoke a foreign language and you had a name that no one could pronounce?). In the minds of our nonimmigrant classmates and playmates, we were the “other,” and it was our job to figure out how they lived and not vice versa; how to “belong” within a context defined by the majority around us. Instead, Michael, my brother, Apollo, and I, and all the other Dukakis cousins—Stelian, Arthur, and Strat—seized our standing as outsiders and became what our parents had hoped we would: hardworking American citizens.

For me, the process of assimilation has been the lifelong process of allowing this line, this hyphen, to blur and soften. It hasn’t been an easy process, nor has it been simply about assimilating culturally. It’s been about learning to embrace the influences of my family and my heritage without letting them limit, hurt, or hinder me from becoming a better person, a better actor, a better mother, wife, and citizen. It has been about allowing my heart and my mind to open to new influences that will help me embrace life and all of its contradictions, instead of run from them.



It’s only now, at a relatively late time in my life, that I can even begin to articulate what it meant for my parents to come to this country and to raise children who became successful here. It’s a complicated ideal, this notion of being successfully assimilated, and it had such a profound effect on so many aspects of our lives. It determined, for example, how much personal gratification my parents would delay so that they might provide us children with more opportunity, more education, more freedom than they had. And though they tried to shield us from the limitations that were put on them by the outside world, particularly in the form of ethnic bias, they were never really successful. This was something my generation had to figure out for ourselves. We had to figure out how to be good Greek daughters and sons while also becoming Americans. There were so many competing ideals of what was valued, what was honorable, what was right. The world was fraught with contradictions and the best we could hope for was not to be undone by them. Learning how to grasp and use the lessons of this great paradox has been the source of more consternation, more joy, and more growth than anything else in my life. I was taught, by example, to stand tall in the face of fear, not to shy away from obstacles, to believe in myself—even when I felt utterly defeated inside. I was encouraged to strive to be authentic, to become an American without betraying my Greek heritage; to become the authentic Olympia Dukakis, warts and all; to take on the obstacles that came my way, learn as much as I possibly could from them, and then move on. I’ve been overlooked or unfairly treated, but just as often, I’ve been rewarded and honored in very unexpected and public ways, and even acclaimed, as I was so lavishly in 1988 for just that one part I played.









    

Chapter One




THE SPOTLIGHT that shined on my family in 1988 started on what was a typical February morning—typical except for the TV crew sitting in my living room.

A couple of days before, I’d gotten a call at the theater where I worked. It was Entertainment Tonight (ET) and they wanted to know if they could come film “my reaction” when the Oscar nominations were announced. There was some talk that I might be nominated for my part in Moonstruck, but I thought wanting to film me on the off chance I might be nominated was an odd request, and I laughed when I told Bonnie Low-Kramen about it. She was the head of publicity for the Whole Theatre in northern New Jersey, a nonprofit organization I’d been very involved with for the last eighteen years. Ten couples—including my brother, Apollo, and his wife, Maggie, and my husband, Louie, and me—had been founding members of the company and Bonnie had, by then, been working with us for a number of years. She thought the ET idea was great. “Just think,” she said. “You can plug the theater on national television. It will be great publicity for us.” As a not-for-profit organization, we were always scrambling for money, so any publicity was truly helpful. I asked her, when she set it up, to have ET come to the theater so that we’d have the opportunity to get a good shot of the exterior of the building and our sign. However, they didn’t want to interview me at the theater. They wanted to tape this at my home, at eight A.M. sharp, just as the nominations were broadcast live from Los Angeles at five A.M. I was disappointed by this but determined to figure out some way to promote the theater anyway.



On the morning the nominations were to be announced, I was up early, doing routine paperwork for the company and taking care of things around the house. I had already helped my mother, who was living with us by then, get dressed and have some breakfast.

I also let our dog, Sandal, out the back door for his morning dash over to our neighbor’s yard, which, for some reason, he’d recently decided was the only place he could relieve himself. This was probably the greatest stress in my life at that moment, as our neighbor, who was always having his breakfast at the picture window that spanned his kitchen at the exact moment Sandal needed to go out, was threatening to sue us. Things had gotten pretty ugly between us, but I couldn’t worry about that today. I had to get Sandal back into the house and see if Louie needed help with the coffee and bagels; we had a crowd to feed.

Some of our friends and neighbors began showing up, as well as some of our colleagues from the Whole Theatre. I remember being vaguely annoyed as the techs from ET began dragging cameras and lights into the house—I didn’t want them to scratch the floor or bang the furniture. I started to feel that the whole thing was a ridiculous mistake and neither Louie nor I had time to play host to a bunch of strangers with heavy equipment.

But apparently, ET knew something we did not because sometime between eight-thirty and nine, there was my face, on the television, and I’m looking around my living room watching my family, friends, neighbors, and this film crew jump up and down. I was nominated! For Best Supporting Actress for my portrayal of Rose Castorini in Moonstruck. Louie was cheering and my mother, who still couldn’t believe that I was actually paid to act, was beaming. Everyone was just so high. I think I must have been, too. I don’t really remember.

What I do remember is that the phone started ringing off the hook after that. People wanted to interview me and, in particular, find out how it felt to be an overnight success. An overnight success? Either the media really believed this was the case or they just thought they would get more mileage out of the story if they presented me as the heroine of a slightly twisted Cinderella story because I was also a middle-aged overnight success. True, I was in my fifties at the time and Moonstruck was only my fourth movie, but what most people, especially those in the film industry, simply did not know was that I’d been working as a professional stage actor and director for thirty years. So much for overnight anything.

As the reality of the nomination set in, I did start to feel like this was some kind of fairy tale. What did happen overnight was that so many people became interested in my work, including what I had done in New York and with the Whole Theatre Company as both director and actor, and everything I had done before then—all of it. Small tremors began rolling through my life and me—but they weren’t unpleasant. Something good was happening and I was the belle of the ball, albeit one with three kids, a naughty dog, and a big mortgage. Not to mention a mother who called my dining room home.

There were interview requests and job offers. Suddenly my asking price went up. I’d signed on for Look Who’s Talking before the nomination, and one of the first calls I got was my agent telling me that the producers would up my salary if I actually won the Academy Award. I was beginning to like this.

It was Norman Jewison, the director of Moonstruck, who told me to take every call, do every interview. Sure, talking about the movie would bring people into the theaters and he knew that, but he was really telling me to seize this moment and promote myself. I took his advice to heart and spoke to everyone who called.

Then I got a call from the New York Film Critics Awards to tell me I had won their award for Best Supporting Actress and to please bring anyone I wanted to the award’s ceremony. As it happened, we were, as a family, just emerging from a decade-long crisis, and we badly needed a reason to celebrate. So Louie and I and our three grown children, Christina, Peter, and Stefan, dressed up for the big night out.

It was a wonderful evening. I remember seeing this look of satisfaction on my children’s faces, a look of recognition when they realized that what I did, day after day, and the work their parents were engaged in that was so different from anything their friends’ parents did, had value.

I was also nominated for the Golden Globe Award. Jewison, who was now certain I’d win the Oscar, was equally sure that I wouldn’t win the Globe, because the Globes are awarded by foreign critics and Moonstruck was a quintessentially American film. Just as I had earlier with ET, before the Oscar nominations were announced, I realized that attending the Globe Awards would give me another chance to promote the Whole Theatre, so Louie and I flew out to L.A. I had no idea what to expect, but I was curious to see how this would unfold.

And then the damnedest thing happened—I won the Golden Globe, which was more than a bit unnerving, as I had absolutely nothing prepared to say. I was so convinced I wouldn’t win that I had worn an old dress from my closet back home, and had not bothered to have my hair or nails or makeup done professionally. Those little tremors I had started to feel back in New Jersey began to intensify.

For the first time in a long while, I found myself thinking about my career, which was something that I had not thought about consciously for years. All of the attention I was getting was lovely, of course, but I was more than a little confused about why it had come at this point, and with this role, which, to my mind, was not the greatest part I had ever played. On the contrary, and quite honestly, I had taken the part of Rose Castorini largely for the money it would bring in and for the chance to work with the director Norman Jewison. The script was excellent, but the character of Rose was a familiar one to me. Maybe it was the ethnicity—I had played a lot of Italians—but I felt comfortable with the character. What excited me was how beautifully the part was written, not the challenge of the role. I found it difficult to accept all the acclaim this one role had brought me. I had played so many great parts on stage and I felt that if I claimed only this role as my greatest success, I would be turning my back on all the other parts. I remember telling one of my friends, the great stage actor Austin Pendleton, about how confused I was by the attention I got for my work in Moonstruck, and he said something so wonderful to me that I’ve never forgotten it. He told me that he saw all of my work in Rose Castorini. I understood, for the first time, how sometimes we are rewarded for our efforts long after we’ve given up any expectation for external gratification or the need to be recognized for this or that particular piece of work. I had always focused on the process and aspired to do the work for the work’s sake. I had, thankfully, over and over again during my thirty-year career, held to the belief that the work itself would provide its own gratification. I was stunned by how brilliantly this moment shone, how it seemed to come from out of left field, with no warning. And, truth be told, it took me awhile to get comfortable with the attention, with the impact it had on my life.

I did not become an actor in order to become famous or rich. I became an actor so I could play the great parts: the Greeks, Chekhov, Shakespeare, Molière, Racine, Arthur Miller, Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams, and Brecht. My dream, since college, was to have my own theater company and travel to capitals of Europe performing the classics. What I wanted was the chance to inhabit great characters whose yearnings and passions opened up for me a way of seeing the world and would help me to break free from the limitations I had struggled with that came not just from the world around me, but from the world within me. I had discovered that the stage gave me a safe arena in which to express my emotions. It was a place with firm enough boundaries that I could take emotional and psychological risks there. It was also a place where I could be physical, sexual, and spontaneous. It was the place where I felt the most alive.

One of the things I had to learn, over and over again, as an actor and as a person, was to resist the urge to be competitive, to moderate my continued drive to always want to win. This is another reason why winning the Oscar when I did confused me in some ways. I had finally learned to be less competitive, less combative with the world, and so it was more than a bit ironic in some ways that I found myself “winning” this award at all. But the pleasant tremors I had experienced since my Oscar nomination signaled to me that for the first time, really, I was at a place in my life where, despite the bills, the pressures of the theater company, the demands of my family—despite all of it—I finally felt comfortable enough with who I was as a person to just let myself enjoy this time.

It was hard to believe, but all the signs around me said I truly was a contender. A favorite even, if one were to believe the odds the bookies in Vegas put on my chances. I even started to think that Jewison might be right and that I had a very good chance of winning. So, unlike the Golden Globes, I decided to prepare for my next trip to Los Angeles. For the first time in the twenty years that I’d lived in Montclair, I finally went into the most upscale dress shop in town, where I bought a black dress. Bonnie, meanwhile, booked a hair and makeup artist in Los Angeles to help me dress and prepare on Oscar day.

Entertainment Tonight decided they wanted to continue filming me throughout the Oscar process, and they were very generous with making sure that I had whatever I needed. A limousine was sent to take Louie and me to Newark Airport for the flight to Los Angeles. The much-loved and respected Governor Thomas Kean of the state of New Jersey was there to send us off, and there were fifty or so fans lined up at the terminal bearing GO OLYMPIA! signs. Even the local news station had someone there covering this “event” for the eleven o’clock news. I remember walking through the airport and feeling, at least for that moment, that I truly was a favorite child of the state. I was incredibly moved by this unexpected show of support.

Once we got to L.A., I really started to feel the whole thing was unreal in some way. Just a few weeks before, I had been clipping coupons and shopping for bargain jeans, while working ten-to twelve-hour days at the theater. Now I was checking into the Four Seasons and being told I had “signing” privileges (which meant I could have whatever I wanted with a quick flick of a pen). We decided, Louie and I, why be shy now? So we threw a cocktail party and then a champagne reception for our L.A. friends and we kept our energy up by getting massages, eating great food, and enjoying every luxury that was offered.

By the time the concierge called us on the evening of the Oscars to say that our limo was ready, Louie and I were so excited we actually ran down the hall to the elevators. We couldn’t wait to get to the ceremony.

Our car joined the parade of limos that made a slow-moving procession to the Shrine Auditorium. At one point we came to a complete stop and heard a knock on our limo door. It was Jon Voight; he had been riding in the limo behind us and it had broken down. Would we mind if he rode with us? We decided this was the perfect time to open the bottle of champagne that was chilling in a silver bucket in the backseat.

When we pulled up to the red carpet, I was stunned by what we encountered. There was an exuberance bordering on pandemonium. The party had apparently already started. It’s as though all these grown-ups had suddenly reverted to being children who were just told adult swim was over and it was okay to jump back into the pool—tux and all. I’d only experienced this level of celebratory abandon one other time in my life: when I was host to fifteen seven-year-old boys at a birthday sleepover. Outside the theater, there were literally hundreds of photographers all yelling “Olympia! Olympia!” and my head would turn involuntarily every time I heard my name. I was stunned by all the lights and the attention, and it dawned on me that I had no idea how to do this. How were we supposed to walk through this tangle of photographers as though it were the most natural thing in the world? I decided the best thing to do was to simply follow the lead of the people in front of us, and so we made our way down the red carpet and into the auditorium.



All of the nominees were seated together in the center section. We had barely—and I mean barely—sat down when my name was called. “And the Oscar goes to—Olympia Dukakis!” I instinctively leaned into Louie and kissed him and he immediately slumped over, sobbing. It was almost as if he had absorbed the emotional impact of the moment for both of us, because I was able to get up and walk to the stage with this incredible feeling of calm. Of being present. The one thought I had was, “I wish Daddy were here to see this.” My mother, of course, was watching all of this on TV, back home in Montclair.

When I held that statuette in my hand and felt the weight of it, I hoisted the Oscar aloft and cried out, “Okay, Michael! Let’s go!” This was not something I had planned to say, but my cousin Michael was making a bid to become the Democratic nominee to run for president of the United States, and that golden statuette felt like a baton in my hand. I felt as though I had run the first leg of a very important race and it was time to hand off that baton to Michael so that he could run the second leg. It seemed absolutely natural to do this in that moment. I felt as though I were floating on a current of ancestral energy—the energy that had blessed and cursed me for five decades—and that now heralded what our parents had worked so hard for.

After the show, I was hooked up by satellite to Michael, who was celebrating Oscar night back in New York City at Grand Ticino, the restaurant featured in Moonstruck. We talked and laughed and cried. Neither of us could even begin to imagine that for the next six months, our name would literally be everywhere. We had fulfilled the aspirations of our parents and had validated—for ourselves, our cousins, and all of our ancestors—that what our parents believed in and cherished most mattered. Our parents had set a course for us, based on their absolute belief in the American Dream, and we had navigated that course and it took us where they had dreamed we could go.

I remember looking out at Louie then and he was still crying.

Even at that moment, I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if I had taken the well-intentioned advice that was heaped on me thirty years before and had changed my name. Believe me, I had seriously considered doing it, because I was discriminated against time and time again because my name—because I—was so ethnic. It would have been a hell of a lot easier to get acting jobs if my name were Day instead of Dukakis, but then I wouldn’t have had the satisfaction of seeing the family name—my parents’ name—displayed so visibly during that time.



Almost before I got off the stage at the Shrine Auditorium on Oscar night, I was initiated into the very rarefied world of “Hollywood Insider.” For the first, and maybe the last, time, I was able to glimpse how the system really worked. How those who lived inside the industry defined success. On one level, it was stunning to have such an intimate look at the “system,” but on another level, it was disheartening to understand the implications of how it all worked.

But I had no time to dwell on this or anything else now. I was whisked off the stage and I remember flashbulbs going off, and reporters, and getting back into the limo and heading off to Spago with Louie, my brother, Apollo, his wife, Maggie, and their son, Damon, who were now living in Los Angeles.

First there were the interviews. They started taking place immediately after I’d won and before I could even get back to my seat to watch the rest of the show. The atmosphere around the interview room was simply a more organized and civilized version of the preshow media frenzy that I’d already dealt with while walking down the red carpet. But I no longer felt paralyzed: I felt more like an actor who is called upon to deliver a short, improvised monologue, over and over again. I was asked to stand in front of a special Oscar-night backdrop and hold my Oscar in a particular way that would ensure that it was captured to its best advantage in each picture. “Olympia! How does it feel to be an Oscar winner?” “Did you know you’d strike gold with this part in Moonstruck?” “How does it feel to be an overnight success?” “What are you going to do next?” “What was it like to work with Cher?” When it seemed that I’d given someone the two-second sound bite he or she was after, the next interviewer stepped up.

Then, before I knew it, we were driven to Spago, where I was congratulated by people such as Robert Altman, Audrey Hepburn, Shirley MacLaine, and Mel Gibson. This was definitely fun, but there were weird aspects to this attention, too. I can’t recall anything particular from that night, but Louie remembers an odd encounter. He saw an old colleague coming our way, an actress he’d appeared with in a long-running play. She approached us with her arms outstretched and blew right past Louie and threw her arm around me and smiled for the camera. It was as if Louie, whom she’d come to know quite well, just didn’t exist. At least not when there was a photo-op for her with a bona fide Oscar winner!

Though this struck both of us more as funny than anything else, it was an example of the kind of disingenuousness that was part of the Hollywood insider game that was often rude and disrespectful.

I’m still amazed at how I finally came to play the role of Rose in Moonstruck. Most of us would call this “luck.” But luck only works if you’re prepared when the opportunities present themselves. For me, it started with being cast as Soot in the Christopher Durang play The Marriage of Bette and Boo. Nora Ephron caught that performance and she recommended me to Mike Nichols, who was directing the movie version of her novel Heartburn. I was cast, but somehow, none of the scenes I was in ever made it into the final cut. But Nichols liked my work and cast me in the Broadway production of Social Security by Andy Bergman, starring Ron Silver and Marlo Thomas. The night before the audition, I worked all night, reading the script. I liked it but I was convinced that I couldn’t do the part. She was an eighty-year-old Jewish woman—what could a fifty-year-old Greek actress do with that? After reading all night, the next morning I told Louie I was going to cancel the audition. He said, “Let me see that script.” He read for a moment, then looked at me and said, “Go in and do your mother.”

I got on the bus to New York City and read all the lines with my mother’s voice in my head. When I got to the theater, there were half a dozen other women—all older, and perfect-looking for the part—waiting to audition. I thought, Okay, I’m here, let me do my mother—and they all laughed at my lines. I thought, Well, I’m not going to get the part but I’m giving a damn good audition. Later that afternoon, they called and told me the part was mine.

Unbeknownst to me, the director Norman Jewison came to see the show twice. He was casting Moonstruck and cast me as Rose Castorini without ever having me audition for the part. Later he told me that when he saw me on stage, he knew that I had the right “comic timing,” and that was enough for him. He wanted me for the role of Rose.

January 1987 found me in Toronto filming Jewison’s movie. Moonstruck had an excellent script by John Patrick Shanley (who received the Oscar for best original screenplay). It opened during the Christmas season of 1987 and was met with immediate buzz. In January 1988, I was invited to introduce the film at the Sundance Film Festival, which was then (and still is) the preeminent festival for independent filmmaking, and the rest, well, as they say, is history (or more accurately, my story).



After we left the Oscar party at Spago, we went on to two other star-studded parties, and Louie and I finally stumbled back into our room at the Four Seasons at about four A.M.

The next few days continued to be an exhaustive round of interviews, get-togethers, and smaller celebrations. All I remember is that I didn’t have the right kind of wardrobe for these events, so I bought one good pair of black pants and a black sweater with blue stripes. This became my favorite interview uniform. When the hype died down and the interviews ended, I finally looked at that battered old sweater, said thank you, and threw it out.

There was one event in those first few days back from Los Angeles that actually came close to matching the rush of exhilaration I felt on stage when the Oscar was handed to me. The town of Montclair, New Jersey, threw a parade when I returned and it was wonderful. The mayor presided over the afternoon and even had a replica of my Oscar to hand to me in front of the entire town. The parade route came up Bloomfield Avenue, the main street that runs the length of Montclair, and traffic was backed up as far as the eye could see. I stood with my family, the mayor, and other local dignitaries on a platform that was set up right in front of our theater company. I remember wanting to take advantage of all of this attention and funnel it directly into the theater. For fifteen years Louie and I, and everyone else involved, had spent every free moment of our lives trying not only to raise money for our nonprofit theater but to raise its profile, too. We wanted to build an important theater and educational outreach program, and we wanted to let the world know we existed. Standing on that platform, seeing all those cars backed up and all those people lining the street, I saw potential donors, subscribers, and theater lovers. I wanted to capitalize on all of the attention I was getting, to seize the moment, take advantage of the opportunities this would bring us, and make sure that the theater benefited as much as possible from this moment of exposure. I wanted to be smart about it and not squander anything that would help us. Entertainment Tonight was there again, cameras rolling, capturing it all on tape.



Artistically, the theater was thriving. We were at the top of our game in terms of the quality of the plays we were performing, and our subscription base was growing steadily, but it was difficult to meet our budgets because of the never-ending battle to secure grant money and federal dollars in an ever-darkening climate for not-for-profit arts organizations. It seemed like every dollar that we used to be able to rely on now took twice the effort to secure. Sometimes I felt like Sisyphus, eternally pushing that boulder up the hill. It was hard to maintain the cash flow we so desperately needed to stabilize the company. This was not just exhausting; it was heartbreaking as well. But the staff and the board of directors did not give up; we simply kept trying harder. I continued to show up, every day, determined to keep the company going. The life of the glamorous Oscar winner began to recede when I took on the role of producing artistic director for the theater after surviving a political tussle that had erupted. It was time to get back to work.



In spite of all there was to do at the theater, I couldn’t ignore those tremors I had felt when I won those awards for my work in Moonstruck. They had signaled a seismic shift that had taken place in my life. Even as I went back to work at the Whole Theatre, immediately engulfed by the stress of struggling for funding and the political battles raging about how to run the theater, the effects of my Oscar win were reverberating in my professional life.

For the first time in our married life, Louie and I were able to pay off our credit cards (including the first year and a half of my daughter’s college tuition), and we realized that, with some good choices on my part, we might even be able to pay off our mortgage. After nearly thirty years of working together to keep our family afloat, this was some relief.

Calls came and scripts arrived regularly for the first time in my career. I had become so used to hustling for every job, for every opportunity, that it was hard for me to relax and enjoy the idea that now, work would be coming to me. Or at least I hoped it would. I’d had too much experience to think that the good times would last forever. Nothing is ever as easy as it seems, and though I certainly enjoyed the professional recognition the Oscar signified, it took me a very long time to get comfortable with the idea that I was no longer an outsider. That I was now on the inside and that I’d have to contend with a whole new set of challenges and opportunities. I’d have to prepare for the challenges that would accompany this whole new world of contradictions that was opening up in front of—and within—me.

I remember shuttling back and forth to Boston a lot in 1988, especially during the months right after the Oscars, in order to help my cousin Michael, who was then governor of the state of Massachusetts. I liked being involved in his intensifying campaign. It was a great opportunity to see a true public servant such as Michael in action, and it was a great excuse to get together.

Louie and I would arrive at the Dukakis campaign headquarters and watch Michael move from the phone, to one person, to another, then back to the phone with a measured grace. He handled everyone with a high level of efficiency and respect that really impressed me. I had the great honor of introducing Michael at a number of gatherings, including the Democratic National Convention in Atlanta. I remember how moved I was hearing the name “Dukakis” said over and over again. It made me want to acknowledge all the Greeks that came before this who had been a part of our lives and meant so much to us. I found myself reciting a very personal roll call of my own that day, as I invoked the names of our fathers, our grandfathers, grandmothers, aunts, and uncles. As though calling their names would reach them somehow and they could see and hear what their lives had contributed to.

Despite the fact that Michael ultimately lost the election, these were great days for us, for everyone in our family. It still astounds us all how 1988 became our “family” time to truly shine—I called it the year of the Dukakii—the moment when the Dukakis flame truly flared in recognition of all who came before us and for all those who would follow, because it wasn’t just Michael and me, children of immigrants, who broke the surface and rose to such professional prominence. It seemed as though that year we all flourished and had reached a point of excellence in our work.

One of the great highlights of that period for me was introducing Michael at the Democratic National Convention that was held in Atlanta, Georgia, just months before the November election. I had made a short film about him and that was shown first. Then I stepped out onto this gigantic platform that overlooked the convention floor. The room was a sea of bouncing placards that read DUKAKIS FOR PRESIDENT!, and Neil Diamond’s “America” was blaring from speakers that surrounded the enormous hall. Then a chant rose up—“Duke! Duke! Duke!”—and it built until I stepped up to the microphone, when it erupted into applause and cheers. To be cheered like that, for my cousin Michael, for the name we shared, was like facing all the audiences I’d ever played to all rolled into one.



It had helped me to take my mind off of my own future to turn my attention and focus on Michael’s bid for the presidency. It was also a wake-up call when my Oscar was stolen—right out of our kitchen. This little larceny also illustrates how naive I could be when it came to handling the press. I found myself reading interviews I gave and cringing when I saw my words in print and thinking, “Did I really say that?” I made a few gaffes where I neglected to thank someone or I came off sounding arrogant when I thought I was just being emphatic. But somewhere along the line, when asked where I kept my Oscar, I told the interviewer that it was still in my kitchen, where I had left it after coming home from L.A. Around the same time, our insurance broker suggested to Louie that we should have my Oscar insured. “You never know,” he said. “There could be a fire or an earthquake or something.” Louie thought about it and had a rider attached to our home-owners’ policy that insured my statuette for ten thousand dollars. About a week after the interview ran in our local paper, someone broke in and took the Oscar, but left the plaque that had my name on it! The thief, for some reason, figured it would be more valuable on the black market without being identified as belonging to me, and so had taken the time to take the plaque off and leave it on our kitchen counter. We reported the theft to the police department and then Louie rang up our insurance company. Sure enough, a check for ten thousand dollars arrived within weeks. Louie called the company that made the statues and we got a replacement—for fifty-six bucks! I screwed on the original plaque with my name, and I had my Oscar back, safe and sound.



Right after the convention I got a call from my agent about a movie called Steel Magnolias, written by Robert Harling. It was set to go into production, and Herbert Ross, the director, had one key part still to cast and he wanted to meet me.

Ross was staying at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York, so I took the Number 66 bus in from Montclair one afternoon. At the front desk I asked for Mr. Ross. Without even looking up, the concierge said, “Go right on up to his room. He’s expecting you.” “Okay,” I thought as I got into the elevator, “this isn’t so bad.” I rang the bell on Ross’s door and a voice called out, “Come on in!” I walked in to find Herb Ross naked, faceup in the middle of the floor of the suite, with only a strategically placed bath towel covering him. A Japanese masseuse was straddling him, working away with intense concentration. I just stood there, unsure of what to do, when Ross simply rolled over and said, “Oh. It’s you, Olympia. The desk said it was Lee [Radziwill, his then girlfriend]. I’ll be with you in a minute.” I looked around for a place to sit while the thought ran through my head that maybe this was yet another run-in with the “casting couch,” and I remember thinking, “Is this still how this is done, even at my age?” The thought made me laugh out loud.

When his massage was over, Ross, now wrapped in a bathrobe, and I had our meeting. I liked him immediately. He offered me the part of Clairee, a recent widow in the town of Natchitoches, Louisiana, where this true story happened. But first, he asked to hear my southern accent. “Not good enough,” he said. “You’ll have to learn a plantation accent.” He wanted me to sound like what an upper-class southern woman would sound like. Sometime in the middle of rehearsals, prior to shooting, Dolly Parton turned to me and said, “I can’t stand that accent. I’ve listened to it all my life and I can’t stand it.”

With a finalized “deal,” I looked forward to soon heading off to Natchitoches to join Shirley MacLaine, Sally Field, Darryl Hannah, Dolly Parton, and the then-unknown Julia Roberts for filming. This was a big-budget affair—six enormous Winnebagos—way beyond the scale of Moonstruck.

What I liked about Clairee was that in her quiet, subtle way, she was willing to take on life’s challenges and contradictions and be transformed by them. Though my character was no longer a young woman, and she had recently lost her husband, she was struggling to find her way back into a meaningful new life by buying a radio station and making plans to travel to New York City. Clairee had a razor-sharp sense of humor that took the truth, as she saw it, to the outer limits of decency; in some ways, she was not unlike Rose Castorini in Moonstruck. Both these women knew who they were, in a very basic and essential way, and made the commitment to honor that person. To be authentic and to not view themselves solely through the lens of male perspective that had, in their own lives, so limited them. Whenever I had the chance to play a part that went into this territory that short-circuits pretense, insecurity, and especially the limitations placed on women by the outside world, I grabbed it.

I recall feeling very at home on that set. I enjoyed and admired the women. Darryl Hannah is a bright, intuitive, aware, and politically active woman. Sally Field is probably the most disciplined film actor I’ve ever worked with. Shirley MacLaine, well, let me tell you, she’s as high-spirited and generous as she seems. I remember sitting with her between takes one afternoon, and she looked over at Julia, and she turned to me and said, “She’s got it. The camera loves her. She’ll be a big star someday.” And Julia! She was really being put through her paces by Ross; she’d come on board the movie with absolutely no formal training and held her own with a crew of very experienced women. I admired her for hanging in there and turning in a fine performance, despite Ross’s constant needling. Dolly Parton held herself with such simple dignity and was sincerely generous with her fans. I determined that I would try to follow her example.

The only hard part of this job for me was being away from home and the theater. Whenever there was a break, I’d call Louie and the kids and they’d fill me in on what was going on back home in Montclair; they kept me posted on how my mother was faring. I’d talk with the theater staff about what was going on there and we’d brainstorm over the phone about raising money and other theater issues, but it was a little hard to try and run a theater long-distance.

Once shooting in Louisiana was over, I dove full-time into fund-raising. I was not above deceit in my quest for additional funds for the theater. I was told that a cat food company was offering celebrities five thousand dollars to allow their cats to appear in its annual cat calendar. I thought, “Hell, let’s do that.” There was one problem: we had a dog, not a cat. The woman in charge of marketing at the theater had a cat, and she offered to loan him to us for a day so that they could shoot the calendar. The morning of the photo session, we shipped our dog, Sandal, off to a neighbor’s (no, not the one right next door; even living alongside a bona fide Oscar winner hadn’t diminished his threat to sue us), and the marketing director brought her cat over. I quickly named him Baklava—the name of a Greek pastry seemed appropriate. Baklava, of course, didn’t respond when we called him, and he was understandably skittish and ill at ease, with so many strangers in such strange surroundings. He certainly wasn’t used to having so many lights and cameras focused on him, and I tried to explain to the cat company people that this kind of attention always made him, well, distracted. When we had him just about settled down, my mother happened to wander through the living room and took one look at poor Baklava and asked, “Where’d that cat come from?”

Everyone froze. The cat people looked nervously from me to Louie and back again. “She often forgets things,” Louie whispered reassuringly, as he gracefully steered my mother into her bedroom before she could make another perfectly lucid remark. We were able to shoot the commercial, and the theater saw some relief that week.



I had ridden the Oscar wave of goodwill back to Montclair and into the arms of my family, my community, and my work, but most important, I had gone home to the arms of my mother, which, for so many, many years, had seemed closed to me. Now she was living in my house and I had a chance to get to really know her, woman to woman, in a way I never had before.

When they had placed the Oscar in my hands on the stage of Shrine Auditorium, I had thought about my father because I knew exactly what his reaction would be—it would have been completely unconditional and straightforward. He would have wept for joy. My mother’s reaction, though, would be far more complicated. It would certainly mean as much to me as my father’s reaction had, but I knew her response would be more ambiguous and more emotionally loaded. It would be far too easy to say that my mother, at nearly ninety years of age, was simply weighed down by what pop psychologists like to call “emotional baggage.” My mother’s reaction would be informed by so much more than that: it would be colored and shaped by the influences of her cultural and emotional history in ways that had confounded me for most of my life. My father, who had always been much more of an optimist than my mother, would have taken my win as affirmation of everything that he believed in and aspired to. My mother, on the other hand, would not be able to enjoy my win without also fearing that there would be some kind of loss lurking behind it, that there would be, if we were not careful, a price that we would have to pay for such good luck. I was finally at a place in my life and in my relationship with her where I was beginning to understand the complexity of her reaction to me and to this kind of success. I wanted to know her, to accept her, and be able to embrace her, at last, with an open heart.

My mother was eighty-seven years old when I appeared in Moonstruck, and she had been living with Louie and me for a couple of months at that point. She and I were finally at a point where we were enjoying a relatively companionable relationship after many years of terrible, terrible tension between us. I knew that she was pleased with me, but I also knew that she’d never directly express what she was feeling, that she’d never be able to simply be happy for me. Her happiness would be tempered by a kind of foreboding, a reluctance to believe in the goodness of life that she couldn’t help but express, and it was this that I had processed as a lack of faith in me personally, that had hurt me so deeply when I was growing up. She had always been leery of what she perceived to be good luck or easy success. And though this may have been a trait shared by many Greek women, my own mother had more reason than most to expect tragedy to come in the middle of joy, even despite the fact that, by nature, she had great appetite for life. She had what Greeks refer to as the quality of kefti, the spirit of exuberant living. She could be playful, passionate, spontaneous, the life of the party. The truth be told, kefti was at the core of her being, but it was often hidden or muted as a result of the scars she carried following experiences she’d had that were tragic and devastating. It took me the better part of my own life to even begin to understand how much they affected who she was and how she coped with the world around her—especially with me.



With my Oscar win, my mother had her own moment in the spotlight, whether she wanted it or not, when she became the subject of interviews herself. Entertainment Tonight filmed her reaction to my win on Oscar night and she was interviewed by several newspapers in the days that followed. Talk about the camera loving someone! She enjoyed preparing for these appearances and she felt comfortable commenting on my success. When she was asked if she’d always known that I’d become a movie star she replied, “No. I never thought she was pretty enough!” I think this completely stunned the interviewer, but it didn’t shock or surprise me. To her way of thinking, one had to be a great beauty to be a true movie star. She was also trying (as any good Greek mother would) to ward off the “evil eye” on my behalf by tempering all that praise. Appearing in any way proud or arrogant would court disaster. The gods must not be tempted to second-guess or rescind the goodwill they had just bestowed on us all.

She took my brother, Apollo, aside and shook her finger at him, urging him to warn me: “She’ll get a big head.” She believed the gods were watching. If you dared to consider yourself on an equal footing with the gods, they would strike you down. She’d illustrate this by smacking one hand against the other—boom, they’d come down and take it all away. How you handled good fortune or success could be dangerous, and my mother wanted Apollo to remind me of that, to make sure I avoided disaster by staying humble. Here I was, fifty-seven years old, and she was almost ninety, and she was still trying to protect me.



Thanks to experience, I knew how to handle failure. I knew how to withstand it, what I could learn from it, and that it would pass. I didn’t know how to handle this kind of success. What about all those fine actors and actresses I had worked with in the theater? Why should I have this Oscar success and not them? They had paid their dues as well. As satisfying as the role of Rose Castorini was, I had played far more challenging roles—why all the recognition for a role that felt as comfortable as this one? I felt unable to enjoy this acclaim until I realized there was as much to learn from success as there was from failure.
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