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Prologue




Tell me the honest truth. Do I look funny?


—Marcia Brady,
 “Brace Yourself” episode of The Brady Bunch






This story begins in the fall of 2006 in Los Angeles. It was the first day of production of VH1’s Celebrity Fit Club. I was fifty years old, and I was about to get my initial weigh-in. Kimberley Locke, Tiffany, Da Brat, Cletus T. Judd, Warren G, and Ross the Intern from The Tonight Show were among the other celebrities participating in season five of the competition weight-loss show. All of them, as well as the production crew, were staring at me as I stepped on the scale.


Until that moment, not even my husband of twenty-one years, Michael, knew how much I weighed. Nor did my seventeen-year-old daughter, Natalie, who had urged me to participate in this reality show. I can’t say if my doctor knew my weight. Sharing my weight was tantamount to many other admissions that I was loath to make even to myself. But all that was about to change.


As the numbers were calculated, I felt an overwhelming sense of humiliation. What was I doing? Why? The world was about to know how much I weighed. From that, they could infer much more. I may as well have been naked, caught having sex, or walking down the aisle of an airplane with toilet paper stuck to my shoe. I wanted to put my head in the ground and disappear.


I tried to control my emotions and look unfazed by the results (more than 150 pounds) as cameras captured every nuance of my mortification. My blond-brown hair was pulled back and I wore thick-rimmed black glasses that had drawn surprised comments from the other competitors a few hours earlier. Wow, cool glasses. I didn’t know you wore them.


Of course they didn’t. We’d just met.


Some didn’t say anything about the glasses, but I still noticed the expression on their faces. So many other people had given me that same look over the years that I felt like a mind reader. They were thinking the glasses didn’t look very Marcia-like. Or if it wasn’t the glasses, it was my age, weight, or something else they couldn’t immediately reconcile with the long-held image in their head.


I understood.


I had no choice but to understand. A few years before, my husband and I had taken a car trip. We stopped for lunch at a restaurant in a small Colorado town. A large man approached our table, apologized for interrupting our meal, but said he couldn’t help it. He said he had to show me something. Then he took off his jacket and rolled up the left sleeve of his flannel shirt.


“What do you think?” he asked.


His upper arm was covered by a tattoo of my face, albeit a younger, thinner me. Beneath it, in beautiful script, was the line I LOVE MARCIA BRADY.


“It’s…it’s nice,” I said. “I’m flattered.”


There was nothing else to say. For most of my life, I have been followed, and sometimes haunted, by Marcia Brady. I don’t have a choice in the matter. Imagine always being shadowed by a younger, prettier, more popular you. Even when I met the other Celebrity Fit Club cast members, several of them inadvertently referred to me as Marcia, not Maureen, as in “nice to meet you, Marcia,” or “Hi, Marcia, I grew up watching you,” or “Hey, it’s Marcia, Marcia, Marcia!”


That kind of thing had happened to me so often since The Brady Bunch went on the air on September 26, 1969, that I shouldn’t have noticed. Except that I did. Every time. I had played Marcia Brady for five years. But I wasn’t her in any way, shape, or form. She was perfect. I was anything but that.


As I knew too well, it wasn’t Marcia who’d been asked to appear on Celebrity Fit Club. She was still a perfect-looking teenager, struggling with the ups and downs of adolescence, and she would stay that way throughout TV rerun eternity. No, the show’s producers had asked me, Marcia’s imperfect-looking, middle-aged doppelgänger. There was one main reason they had asked me. They thought I was fat. They knew the reaction viewers would have when they saw me.


Is that Marcia Brady? Oh my God, what happened to her?


 


The better question was what didn’t happen to her? And did I want the world to know all that, along with my weight?


Those details had been off-limits to other people my whole life. In fact, as I contemplated a decision, my thoughts raced back to a day during the first season of The Brady Bunch. It was 1969, and I was thirteen years old. We were shooting the “Brace Yourself” episode, the one in which Marcia feels like her life is over after she gets braces. She feels “ugly, ugly, ugly.” Then her boyfriend breaks their date, making her feel even uglier, and she sobs uncontrollably.


What no one knew—not Florence Henderson, Robert Reed, Barry Williams, Eve Plumb, Chris Knight, Mike Lookinland, Susan Olsen, or Ann B. Davis—was that those tears were real. My parents had recently had a terrible fight, which shattered my sense of peace and security. In the fallout, I learned that my mother had a deep, dark secret she’d spent her life hiding from us and everyone else.


Through ignorance and an inability to communicate, her secret became mine, and during the entire run of The Brady Bunch, I thought I was going to end up insane, as she did briefly and as her mother did before her. But I kept that to myself, as I waited for that fateful time. I didn’t want anyone to know. I tried to be perfect and to make everything seem perfect, as if through a combination of willpower, denial, and control, I could prevent what I thought was inevitable.


So much was going on behind my fake smile. The others made fun of me for the way I frequently spaced out. Oh, there’s Maureen, in her own little world again. Look at Maureen; she flaked out again.


It wasn’t like my fellow Bradys didn’t have their own issues. I’d later learn that Bob Reed hated the show and hid his homosexuality, Eve Plumb resented me for getting too much attention, and Susie Olsen despised her pigtails and the fake lisp the producers had her employ to ratchet up her cuteness factor. But as a teenager, I had no idea that few people are everything they present to the outside world.


When the show went off the air, I missed the structure and routine provided by my fictional TV family, and in a way I missed Marcia, with whom I had such a love-hate relationship. She’d given me an identity. Without her, I had to figure out who I was—a next-to-impossible task for someone doing everything she could to avoid the truth about herself.


I sought refuge in seemingly glamorous cocaine dens above Hollywood. I thought I would find answers there, while in reality I was simply running farther from myself. From there, I spiraled downward on a path of self-destruction that cost me my career and very nearly my life. Over the years I battled drug addiction and bulimia. I was treated in a psych ward, went in and out of rehab, and looked to God for answers. I managed to marry a wonderful husband and give birth to a spectacular daughter, yet I never felt as if the light shined on me, not even on the sunniest of days.


I came out of it slowly and in stages. First, I had to acknowledge, and then get help for a longtime struggle with depression. Then I had to come to terms with my mother. And finally I needed to face myself. Once I stopped telling lies and trying to pretend life was perfect, I was able to move on. As trivial as it sounds, I didn’t feel like I quit pretending until I made a decision about whether or not to do Celebrity Fit Club.


I know—it sounds crazy! It might have been.


But that’s what happened. Michael, Natalie, and I were at the kitchen table, talking about the offer. All of a sudden I had a feeling in my gut. Call it being fifty and fatigued. Or being fifty and courageous. Or being fifty and not caring anymore what people thought about me. But for the first time in my life I said, “You know what? I’m overweight. I’m really imperfect. I’ve had all this shit happen to me. I’m not going to hide it anymore.”


“You’re going to do it, then?” both of them asked.


“Yup,” I said. “Screw it.”


 


I started to write this book after a trip to New York during which I guested on a TV talk show and spoke about my life since childhood. It felt good to be able to open up about these issues. No more subterfuge. No more hiding behind fake smiles. No more pretending my life was like The Brady Bunch. No more pretending to be Marcia Brady.


As I sat down at the dining-room table to put pen to paper, I took a deep breath and looked through the sliding-glass doors into the backyard. Up to then, I never thought I would actually write a book about my life until I had a great ending. What did I mean by a great ending? Something neat. A pretty package tied up with a bow. A tale that would get people talking and move critics to praise it as perfect.


Then I laughed at myself. How stupid. Not a single word written yet and I’d immediately fallen into striving for perfection, wanting to write the perfect book and thinking I had to in order for anyone to pay attention. Maureen, I said, get a grip! Hadn’t I learned anything through my battles with coke, pills, self-destructive behavior, and depression? I had beaten them. Why did I have to make things so hard on myself?


After that, the book didn’t happen right away. Several months passed before I undertook the endeavor again, buoyed by a more reasonable expectation. I’m fifty-two years old. At this moment I am craving coffee and a cigarette. They’re about the only vices I have left. No, that’s not really true. Lately, I have struggled with food. Despite my success on Celebrity Fit Club, my weight has continued to fluctuate, and the satisfaction of fitting into size twos and fours is a fading memory. Right now I’m an eight. My husband, the sweetest, most patient man in the world, has lately dropped hints that I might want to lose a few of those pounds.


I have told him that I will try. But the truth is that, although I’m paranoid about my weight, I would really like to spend all day in my pajamas, drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, and eating all the See’s candy and Baskin-Robbins chocolate mint ice cream that I can get my hands on. Shit, how transparent am I? I just want to fill the empty hole in me. I want to fill it to the brim. I want to fill it to overflowing.


I won’t do it, of course.


Instead I am going to fill it through work, and by sharing the events and emotions that caused me so much fear, that brought me harm, that made me strong, and that over time allowed me to realize that I didn’t have to be anything more than me, and that being me, being human, being real, and being my absolutely imperfect self, was quite all right.


It’s funny. My mother never wanted me to write a memoir. She was adamant about that. It took me a while after her death to realize that this was an extension of the shame she had carried through her entire life, the insidious fear she had that people would find out about her secret. But I saw her in a different light. To me, she was an amazing woman, something I hope my daughter will one day be able to say about me—and if not amazing, I want her to at least be able to say that I tried.


For those reasons, I need to write this book. As you’ll see, it hasn’t been easy, and it still isn’t. I feel guilty about my intellectually handicapped brother living in a facility for adults with special needs, and I’m dealing with a situation of elder abuse with my father. In general, though, I have tried. For the most part, too, I think I have gotten to a really good place. Along the way, I have learned some important lessons, gained some wisdom, and discovered that, while I may not really be the grooviest girl on campus, I am a lot stronger than I ever thought. When people come to my house, they look around at what I hope seems like a comfortable, cozy family home and invariably ask if I have any memorabilia lying around. None of the magazine covers, photos, or gold albums are displayed. Except for a few dolls and stuffed animals I had as a child and a small music box that belonged to my mother, everything has been packed in boxes and in storage for years.


This book is my way of finally unpacking those boxes. My mother’s sentiments aside, I am looking forward to sharing the things that have been locked away about her and the rest of my family, about myself, and, yes, even about Marcia and the rest of the Brady bunch.


Here’s the story…














Part One











1


The One Day When This Lady Met This Fellow





I wish my mother had been alive for my fiftieth birthday. I think my attitude would have surprised her. Rather than dreading the half-century milestone, I celebrated it. I embraced the idea of getting older. My family was around me all day. At night, they brought out a big cake and I blew out candles. We toasted…me!


I said silly things like “fifty is nifty.” Several reporters called, wanting to know how Marcia Brady felt about turning fifty. Politely, I reminded them that Marcia Brady was still a teenager, but I, Maureen, created not in Sherwood Schwartz’s imagination but in the womb of Irene McCormick, felt okay about it.


And no, I responded to another frequently asked question, I hadn’t had any plastic surgery and didn’t plan to. I borrowed Flip Wilson’s line: What you see is what you get. It wasn’t that bad. Despite the punishment I’d heaped on my body over the years, gravity had been kind to me. I didn’t have many wrinkles, at least none that were undeserved. I had few complaints.


But those questions got me thinking. Why would I get surgically pulled, stretched, and Botoxed? When I looked in the mirror, I wanted to see me. The real me—warts, wrinkles, and everything else. I’d gone through hell and back to get to a place where I could, and indeed wanted to, look at myself—and like what I saw.


My mother had spent nearly her entire life doing the opposite, hiding from her past and trying to avoid the truth. It clouded much that she should’ve liked. A stay-at-home mother, she was a hard worker, with a good sense of people, good morals, and a good business sense.


Before the end, she came around and was much better and happier for it. By then, of course, much had happened.


My mother was born in 1921 in Burlington, Iowa, a small town along the Mississippi settled by German immigrants. Her father contracted syphilis while serving overseas during World War I, and he passed it on to her mother. She entered a mental institution with extreme paresis and died there without being able to recognize my mother or her younger sister.


A week after she entered the institution, my mom’s father locked himself in the garage and breathed the exhaust fumes from his car. He died leaving his two girls inside the house. My mother was ten years old when she lost both of her parents.


She and her sister moved in with an aunt and uncle. They were dedicated, devoted, and loving people. They provided my mother and her sister with a loving, nurturing home, though small-town life being what it was, my mother and her younger sister were still subjected to scorn. A year later, she was diagnosed with syphilis, an event that scarred her more psychologically than physically for the rest of her life.


It turned out she’d inherited the disease at birth from her mother. Following the diagnosis, she was warned not to tell anyone, ever, lest she be branded diseased and dirty. She didn’t have to be told. From that first moment on, she felt dirty and diseased. It was the most shameful thing in the world to her. She was also frightened that she’d end up in an institution like her mother.


She was treated with stovarsol and mercury capsules, though both treatments caused a bad rash and later a more extreme skin condition. She ate her meals off a separate set of dishes. It was like wearing a scarlet A, only worse. At thirteen, she began special treatments at the State University of Iowa in Iowa City to ensure she would never pass the syphilis on to any children she might have. Those treatments lasted for three years and required long and lonely bus rides.


“At the time of her last visit here, on December 28, 1938, she seemed to be in good health, had been taking mercury and chalk fairly regularly, and had been going to her local physician for weekly Bismuth shots,” her doctor wrote in a report. “Physical examination at the time of her last visit revealed a well-developed, well-nourished female. She was quite cooperative but acted rather self-consciously.”


 


Despite everything, she did well in school, worked numerous odd jobs, and put herself through business college. She blossomed into a beautiful, intelligent, ambitious young woman. On the one hand, I picture her sitting on those long bus rides to the hospital: alone, scared, praying no one found out about her condition. On the other hand, I marvel at the strength she must have had; though she didn’t show it, she was the strongest woman I’ve ever met.


At twenty, she fell in love and married a soldier who was immediately shipped off to Europe. A week later, he was killed in World War II when a German U-boat sank the transport ship he was on.


Devastated, she moved to the West Coast with her best girlfriend, Mary Crawley. They wanted to live in Hollywood, among the movie stars and fancy theaters. They dreamed of adventure, maybe even stardom. But they ended up fifteen miles away in Westwood, near UCLA. My mom didn’t care. She was happy to be out of Burlington and away from the stares and stigma of her past.


 


My father, Richard, was the youngest of three children born to Joseph McCormick, a bartender in Riverside, New Jersey. His father was a heavy drinker who abused his wife. He lost everything in the Depression and died in his mid-thirties from illnesses related to alcoholism.


My father’s mother did the best she could to raise her family, but they were very poor and at one point they had to burn furniture to keep warm in the winter. My dad spent most of his youth in a wheelchair, the result of osteomyelitis. By his late teens, though, his illness was gone. Near the end of World War II, he lied about his age and joined the Coast Guard. One day he was on deck, cooking for his shipmates, and his gas stove exploded, severely burning his leg.


Discharged because of his injury, he moved to Los Angeles and enrolled at UCLA. It was 1945, and he lived in a fraternity house. To earn money, he and a friend started a window-washing business. One day he was washing windows outside a doctor’s office, and he began making eyes at the pretty receptionist on the other side. That was my mother. She had gotten a job as a receptionist/office manager for a foot doctor in Westwood.


She smiled back at the nice-looking window washer. A moment later, he walked into the office. He heard music playing on the office radio. Inspired and playful, he asked her to dance. She said okay, got up from her desk, and, in a manner of speaking, they never stopped dancing.


They married six weeks later in a Catholic church in Westwood. My dad’s window-washing partner and his girlfriend were the only witnesses. A framed photo of my mother from that day stands in my living room. My mom wore a smart, dark suit and looked as striking as any movie star I’ve seen. But I’m sure her outfit was old. She never would’ve spent money on a new dress, not even on her wedding day. She didn’t think she was worth it.


She was like that my whole life. She bought clothes on sale at Kmart, wore cheap wigs to cover her very thin hair, and wore the least expensive makeup and shoes. She never felt deserving of anything. Yet she was very beautiful and feminine. Tragically, I don’t think she ever saw or felt it.


 


Not long after they married, my mom grew homesick and she and my dad moved back to Iowa. They lived in a duplex with my mom’s sister and her husband. Dad and a buddy opened a gas station. My dad was always industrious. In 1948, they had their first child, Mike. Eleven months later, my mom gave birth to a second son, Kevin. During both pregnancies, as would be the case with subsequent pregnancies, she received extremely painful shots of penicillin directly into her hip on ten successive days to prevent her congenital syphilis from being passed to her children.


After Kevin arrived, they moved to Davenport, where Dad spent a year at Drake University. In 1952, my mother was pregnant again. With a growing family, both she and my father realized there were more economic opportunities in California, so they loaded up their station wagon and drove to San Diego, where my father got his teaching credential at San Diego State College.


They were living in a military-style Quonset hut when my brother Dennis arrived. My mother was overjoyed, but three boys was a lot for a woman who worried about her stamina. In 1953, my dad graduated and found a teaching job in Malibu. They moved to a rustic, one-room cabin on twenty acres of land near Malibu Lake. On their first night there, the entire family slept in a queen-size bed. That was togetherness!


A couple years later, they moved to a more spacious, three-bedroom tract home in Reseda. Mike started kindergarten. Kevin and Dennis were still home with my mother. Mike remembers Dad coming home one night from his after-school job at Builders Emporium with cuts and bruises. He said angry union mobsters had beat him up after he refused to join the union.


Mike also remembers one day when he and Kevin, then about five and four, were playing cowboys with the girl next door. At Kevin’s suggestion, they captured her, tied her to a stake, and painted her with mud. That didn’t go over well with her father, who knocked on our door that night and demanded an apology.


The boys apologized, but then they had to face my father. For some reason, Kevin was let off the hook. Mike wasn’t as lucky. My father whipped him with a belt until he was black-and-blue.


Around this time, my mother entered the hospital. My father gathered the boys together and said she needed to go away for special care. My aunt came out and filled in for my mother. The episode was a mystery for years, until my father revealed that my mother had had a nervous breakdown and received shock treatment. He said that her behavior turned disturbing, and includes an episode where she had complained of seeing snakes coming out of the couch.


I’ve asked Mike if he remembered such behavior. He didn’t. A longtime friend of my mother’s told me that my father may have pushed her into that state. My mother’s friend Harriet, who died at age ninety-three as I was finishing this book, said they fought often and at times my father hit her.


My mother refused to discuss anything like that, as well as her hospitalization. She pushed it out of her thoughts. For her, it was just one more thing to be ashamed of, one more thing to hide.


 


In 1954, at the end of the school year, my father built a home for the family in Woodland Hills. He enlisted some of his students to help with the construction. He loved do-it-yourself projects, but that meant cutting corners to cut costs. As such, the home was full of leaks from bad pipe fittings in the cement slab, all of which had to be redone by experts. And for a month after moving in, they lived amid the earsplitting sound of jackhammers as plumbers broke up the floor and replaced the pipes.


Apparently that was a source of laughter in those days, but these were also very difficult times for my mother—indeed, for both of my parents. According to Harriet, their fighting was intense. Harriet was often and I think the only person my mother turned to after such fights. For whatever reason, she was able to show her bruises and bare her soul to her friend.


In fact, when Harriet recalled these moments to me, I remembered seeing my mother full of bruises. As I thought back, I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t see her bruised somewhere on her body.


“I asked her why she didn’t do something, why she didn’t yell for help,” Harriet told me. “Your mother said she couldn’t. She didn’t want the neighbors to hear.”


However, according to Harriet, they did go to a Catholic priest for help with their problems. He told them to have another baby. At the end of 1955, my mother got pregnant again. That Christmas everyone talked about how they wanted a girl. They got their wish when I arrived ten months later on August 5, 1956. My mother was ecstatic when she heard the doctor say, “It’s a girl.”


She named me Maureen. My parents’ second choice was Christine. But my mother said I looked more like a Maureen. She also said that I was the most beautiful baby she’d ever seen.


The years following my birth were happy times. We spent many weekends with our cousins from Long Beach. Either they drove up or we visited them. One Sunday, while both families were at our house, Dennis got into my dad’s car and released the emergency brake. It began rolling backward down the long, steep driveway. Someone saw it move and screamed. My dad, who was seated about twenty feet away, dropped his beer and sprinted alongside the moving car until he was able to jump inside and slam on the brakes.


We stayed in that home for about two years. Finally my mother had enough of the dirt roads, the mud slides, and other difficulties of rural life in the hills. In 1958, we moved to a neighborhood near Topanga Canyon and Mulholland Drive. We spent the next five years there. It was a great neighborhood, with lots of children, trees to climb, and large backyards where we played.


Soon we added a pet duck and a homemade pigeon coop. My mom used to make a delicious angel-food cake when the duck laid its eggs. Around this time, my parents learned that Denny was intellectually handicapped. He’d had a problematic birth and suffered minor brain damage from a lack of oxygen. My parents had known about this, but had hoped and prayed for the best. But their worst fears were confirmed.


My dad saw this as a challenge, and he took night-school classes on how to teach children with special needs. Kevin’s behavior worried my mother, too. Ever since the incident when he tied the little neighbor girl up, others looked at him with a wary eye. My mother wanted to get him help, but my father wouldn’t let her. He felt Kevin was fine. Everything was fine.


Yet my dad always wanted a better job, something more, and as a result he moved from school to school, district to district, which infuriated my mother because it meant he constantly lost the tenure and retirement he’d built up. Because it was difficult to support a family of six on a teacher’s salary, he moonlighted, selling portrait photography and family paintings for artist Jim Gaines. One day, he suggested they use me as a baby model, and soon clients remarked on what a beautiful child I was.


I loved the attention and posing for the camera in different outfits and jewelry. At five years old, I was able to give the photographer any expression he wanted. Two years later, my parents entered one of my photos in a Baby Miss San Fernando Valley Beauty Pageant. I sang “Getting to Know You” from The King and I. I also recited poetry from the book Little Women. And I won.


Little did they realize a star had been born.
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Wind Her Up and…





After a picture of me winning the Baby Miss San Fernando Valley beauty pageant ran in the local newspaper, talent agent Pat Domigan of the Jack Wormser Agency called our house and asked if she could represent me for radio and TV commercials. We met at her office. She seemed legit and trustworthy. She suggested I take dance and modeling lessons, but she was convinced I had that special quality that casting directors looked for in kids.


My parents liked hearing that, and while I enjoyed the occasional modeling, I was really a normal kid. I enjoyed playing make-believe. I practically lived in our tree house, and I put on puppet shows for anyone willing to watch. Thanks to my brothers, though, I was more of a tomboy than a girlie girl. I made mud pies, climbed trees, played cowboys and Indians, threw footballs, baseballs, and Frisbees, and joined in games of hide-and-seek. My knees always had scabs on them from skateboarding.


The only hint of an interest in show business was the time I spent with my parents watching all the great musicals on TV, and often after dinner my father asked me to sing favorite songs from Carousel, Oklahoma!, The King and I, and West Side Story. He could listen till I exhausted my repertoire. That was fine with me. As the baby of the family, I enjoyed the attention.


Then a short time after signing with Pat, I had my first interview. The strange thing was it didn’t come through my new agent. No matter. I thought I would burst from excitement. We were told to be at Paramount Studios early one Saturday morning. It was raining when we left home, and my father stopped at a store in Hollywood to buy an umbrella so my hair wouldn’t get wet.


But when we got to the studio, the gates were locked. We waited, thinking they would eventually open up since we had an appointment. They never did. We went to a pay phone and called Pat, who was surprised by what was going on and set us straight, explaining that no one had meetings on the weekend.


The interview turned out to be a cruel setup by an unhappy mother of one of the girls who hadn’t won the beauty and talent contest. It was the kind of hoax you hear about on the news today—the revenge-of-the-bitter-cheerleader’s-mother kind of thing. We learned a lesson. As we later said, laughing, at least we got our feet wet—literally!


On April 24, 1964, I went to my first legit interview, and I got the job. It was a commercial for Mattel’s new doll, Baby Pattaburp. They showed me how to put the doll over my shoulder, pat her, and make her really burp. She was the cutest thing I’d ever seen. Even then, back when I was almost eight years old, my dream was to get married and be a mom. So the doll was like a dream come true.


Four months later, Mattel hired me again to do an ad for their Chatty Cathy dolls. I still have my original Chatty Cathy. My voice was used for the dolls, too. My favorite days were those when I got to go to the Mattel factory in Hawthorne because I usually left with new toys and dolls. Believe it or not, those are still some of my favorite memories.


Before the year ended, I was cast in the play Wind It Up and It Breaks at the La Jolla Playhouse. It was directed by Cy Howard, produced by Ray Stark, and starred Mike Connors (later known for the hit series Mannix) and Jack Weston. For my first acting job, I could not have worked with a better group of professionals. They gave me pointers and made me feel comfortable and confident onstage.


They also taught me the meaning of the old adage “the show must go on.” Shortly after the play opened, I came down with the flu. My parents wanted to keep me in bed, but they were told there were no sick days in the theater. Instead I was given a paper bag and told to run offstage if I had to throw up, then get back out there and be ready to deliver my next line.


There was talk of the play going to Broadway. All of us were disappointed when it didn’t happen, but we had a fun wrap party all the same.


 


I can’t imagine that my family would’ve let me follow the play to New York. My career was still more of a lark amid the comings and goings of our busy family. But there was genuine excitement when my next job was on Bewitched, one of everyone’s favorite shows. It was the episode titled “And Something Makes Three,” and I played Tabitha in a dream Samantha had before she gave birth to the actual Tabitha.


I remember being awed by Elizabeth Montgomery and thinking wow, she’s more beautiful in person. I also remember that in my scene I was supposed to wiggle my nose, like Samantha, but I can’t remember if they used my nose or Elizabeth’s.


Trivia, trivia, trivia.


I worked on pilots for Camp Runamuck and This Is the Hopsital, though neither was picked up, and then I was cast in episodes of The Farmer’s Daughter and Honey West. I also returned to Bewitched, this time playing Endora (Agnes Moorhead) as a child, and I followed that with spots on I Dream of Jeannie and My Three Sons. In fact, I received my first on-screen kiss as Ernie’s girlfriend. The funny thing was I had a crush on Fred MacMurray, the boys’ pipe-smoking father. I thought he was a cutie.


I made my movie debut in The Arrangement, a drama starring Faye Dunaway and Kirk Douglas. Elia Kazan directed, but I only have a vague impression of him as businesslike when it came to positioning me. My best training came on commercials for Pillsbury chocolate-chip cookies (I was the first person to appear on-screen with the Pillsbury Doughboy; I even poked him in his tummy), Barbie’s “Color’n Curl” set, Standard Oil, Chevron, Kool-Aid, Gaines Dog Food, White Cloud tissues, the new Twist Barbie, and Mr. Bubble.


My work and various dance and singing lessons I took after school provided me with an escape from growing tension and stress at home, some of which was too nuanced for me to notice but some of which I understood too well. The tension revolved around my brother Kevin, who had a difficult time as a middle child finding his way amid the attention given to me and my brother Denny, who had special needs, and my oldest brother Mike’s excellence in and out of school.


Indeed, following Mike wasn’t easy, as he got good grades, worked two paper routes, had a job at a TV repair store all through junior high and high school, and set his sights on college. Kevin also tried a paper route, but he was fired after he was caught dumping his papers into trash cans behind a store. After that, his grades dropped and he began hanging around with a bad crowd.


By junior high, Kevin was regularly in trouble. He was suspended from school for poor grades and fighting. He also started to drink and experiment with drugs. He and his friends broke into neighborhood homes for kicks. My mother was concerned, but she was busy with me at the studios or occupied by Denny. Although she pleaded with my father to get him help and separate him from his friends, he refused, arguing that Kevin was in a phase that he’d eventually grow out of.


While Denny would never grow out of his situation, he attended regular school through a program that integrated special-ed students with the regular student population. He was adorable as he hurried to the bus every morning with his books and then came home in the afternoon and did his homework, hoping to get a gold star. He was about one thing—love. All he wanted was a hug, a kiss, or a smile, and he gave as much affection as he got.


Certain friends of mine weren’t allowed to spend the night at our house because I had a handicapped brother. Their parents feared he might turn violent. I was infuriated by their ignorance. Denny was the kindest person in the whole world. Then there was the cruelty I witnessed when people made fun of him or called him a “retard.” After one such incident at the mall, Denny turned to me and asked, “What’s a retard?” Another time he asked, “Maureen, am I retarded? What does that mean?”


We were raised Catholic, and I always wondered how the all-knowing and all-loving God we heard about at church could permit other people to hurt Denny. I had even more questions when my father, after befriending a charismatic local preacher, turned into an impassioned born-again Christian. Almost every night for about six months, he came home and implored all of us to get to know Jesus better.


Then the preacher hanged himself. After hearing the news, my father was devastated and disillusioned. The rest of us were relieved. We didn’t have to sit through any more of his dinner-table preaching.


And a lot of good the preaching did. After a year of high school, Kevin dropped out. He took up painting, at which he showed promise, and guitar, but for the most part he drifted around and got into trouble. Mike, who attended junior college and managed a TV repair store, was rarely home. My father started to teach emotionally disturbed students, on top of his other jobs, including ferrying my mother and me back and forth to the studio.


We were a busy family, a close unit but in some ways as compartmentalized as a Swanson’s TV dinner. Everyone was excited when I was told that I got the title role in the TV movie Heidi. Blake Edwards, whose wife, Julie Andrews, was one of my heroes, was producing, and the project starred Maximilian Schell, Jean Simmons, and Michael Redgrave. Then out of the blue I was told my role was going instead to Edwards’ daughter, Jennifer.


Oh my God was I disappointed. I threw myself on my bed like a little drama queen. It felt like my life was over. My mother sat on my bed, took me in her arms, and promised something else good would come along. I looked up at her through tear-filled eyes. It was clear to me that she didn’t understand.
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The Way We Became the Brady Bunch





Can one be both blessed and cursed by the same thing?


That’s the question that comes to mind as I think back to the end of the summer of 1968, when I began interviewing for The Brady Bunch at Paramount Studios. As we drove to the studio, I was unaware of the show’s brief history in Hollywood. What I later learned was that executive producer Sherwood Schwartz, an Emmy-winning writer and creator of Gilligan’s Island, had written the pilot two years earlier after reading an L.A. Times story about “blended families,” two parents with children from previous marriages, but all the networks turned it down.


Then the Henry Fonda–Lucille Ball movie Yours, Mine and Ours was a hit in theaters, and ABC remembered Sherwood’s pet project. It looked like his perseverance had paid off. Sherwood and director John Rich saw 1,200 boys and girls, then narrowed the field down to 464, and then finally down to two sets of kids—one set with three blond girls and three brown-haired boys and one set with three brunette girls and three blond boys.


I was in the first group, where I was actually the middle daughter. But Sherwood decided to go with younger children, and I was moved into a new threesome with Eve Plumb and Susan Olsen, where I was the oldest. I wonder how my life would’ve been different if I’d played Jan. Then it was down to the hair color of the parents. Once Sherwood and the network decided on Florence Henderson as the mother, they chose us. She was blond, and so were we. (And back then it was natural!)


 


During the audition process, I recognized Eve Plumb from other tryouts and Susan Olsen and I had met in passing at an audition for the Elvis Presley movie The Trouble with Girls (neither of us got the part). But my first real introduction to my Brady sisters came at the screen test we did for Sherwood and John, where we answered questions. It felt more like a personality test than an audition. In retrospect, Sherwood was gauging our chemistry together.


It was evident to us that we hit it off and I guess to him, too. Soon after that final interview, my agent called with good news. It was then that I also learned my brothers were to be played by Barry Williams, Chris Knight, and Mike Lookinland. I couldn’t wait to meet them.


Later I found out that actress Joyce Bulifant had been first in line to play Carol Brady, that is until Sherwood saw Florence’s screen test and went with her. He had also wanted a young Gene Hackman to play Mike Brady, but the executives at Paramount thought he lacked TV experience and instead went with Bob Reed, who was still under contract to the studio after having starred on the series The Defenders.


Our first run-through was at the Lucille Ball rehearsal hall on the Paramount lot. That’s where everyone met. Sherwood made the introduction by saying, “This is your new family.” I liked the sound of that—my new family. Even better, I liked the looks of the three boys, all of whom were supercute.


The first day of shooting took place on Barry Williams’s fourteenth birthday. There was a party on the set. Barry was the most enthusiastic of the six kids; the most ambitious, too. He was ready for his Johnny Bravo moment. Chris was shy. Eve was quiet. Susie and Mike were young. It seemed like a friendly group. Everyone except Bob seemed glad to be there.


I don’t know what it was about Bob that I sensed. He’d come off the E. G. Marshall drama The Defenders to find himself the head of the Brady household with six kids, a dog, a cat, a housekeeper, and an unrealistic plot. He was a stickler for realism, so the show tortured him from the get-go. But I recently went back and watched the first episodes, and in the scene when I hug my new dad for the first time, I saw genuine affection in my eyes—and Bob’s.


I was fascinated to see that in me. It was more than acting. All of us really were making deep connections, like a family.


Then there was a six-month wait between the time we finished the pilot and the news that ABC had picked up the show—and to borrow a line from the show’s theme song, “that’s the way we all became the Brady Bunch.” We began shooting that summer, and as I later wrote in a high-school essay, “The Brady Bunch became a big part of my life, with Paramount Studios as my second home and the people I worked with my second family.”


When we returned to work, I and all the other kids were asked to bring a couple of personal items from home to help decorate our new bedrooms on the set. I brought a stuffed giraffe and the Miss Baby San Fernando Valley trophy I’d won years earlier. Funnily enough, my beauty pageant trophy ended up on a shelf in the boys’ bedroom. That was fine with me. I wasn’t interested in replicating the non-Brady-like chaos of my real house. I liked this new arrangement.


One day my mom and I rode to the studio with Susie Olsen and her mother. Susie started to read a book that I’d brought and got carsick. When we stopped outside the studio to give the guard our names, she threw up all over the gate. A short time later, Eve Plumb and her mother arrived. Her mother reported that a kid had vomited all over the front gate.


Susie’s mom nonchalantly asked how she knew it was a kid.


“You can see what they ate for breakfast,” Eve’s mom said.


We also laughed at Mike, the youngest, whose hair had been dyed red for the pilot but was now dyed black, and sadly for him, it ran in black-streaked drivels down his face as he perspired under the hot lights. I remember Chris teasing me. The flirtations started right away. I was titillated by the fact that the boys were dressing, and undressing, in a room right next door to us. That drove me crazy as we got older.


 


A typical day began at five A.M. when I woke up and got ready. At five-thirty, my mother and I caught a ride to the studio either from my father or with the Knights or the Olsens. At the studio, we went into hair and makeup and then worked with our tutor until we were needed on the set. The day ended around five P.M. It took about an hour to get home. After dinner, I studied my lines until bedtime and often fell asleep still wearing my makeup.


In those early days on the set, we were constantly under adult supervision, usually a combination of parents, producers, and a tutor. Our girls’ dressing room resembled a crowded hair salon. I remember Susie’s mom constantly fussing with her daughter’s pigtails, and Eve’s mother carefully brushing her daughter’s long blond hair. Of course I brushed mine as much as, if not more than, anyone.


I heard the boys’ side was less animated. Barry’s parents were sweet, classy people. Chris’s mom, Willie, was a tough New Yorker. And Mike Lookinland’s parents seemed the most Brady-like, though they divorced years later. As for my mother, she got along with everyone, but she preferred to stay in the background and away from the gossip that everyone liked to swap.


 


I loved the familiarity of being on the set every day. It became a second home, including the mischief. Eve and Susie teased me for pressing my ear against the wall that separated our dressing room from the boys. But I wanted to hear their conversations, especially if they were talking about us—but really me! I wondered if Barry liked me. I sure wanted him to. That would come later.


Susie and Mike had the first on-set romance. They snuck off into the doghouse and made out. Once Eve and I threw Mike into our dressing room and locked him inside with Susie. By the time we shot the eighth episode, “A-Camping We Will Go,” Susan and Mike had professed their love. I officiated at a fake marriage ceremony outside our dressing room, asking if he took her as his awfully wedded wife.


In August, I celebrated my thirteenth birthday on the set. Finally a teenager, I was ready for big changes. One morning on the way to the studio, Susie’s mom mentioned that her other daughter, Diane, who was my age, had gotten her period for the first time the night before. I was so jealous I couldn’t contain myself.


“I want mine!” I blurted.


I had to wait until the next season for that special moment, and when it finally happened I was blocking a scene, wearing white pants. I sprinted to the dressing room, followed by the wardrobe lady, my mother, Eve’s mother, and others, everyone whispering, “She started her period.” It felt like an exclamation point.


When I noticed Eve that first season getting boobs, I had a minor girlie fit. She was younger than me by two years. Although it was barely noticeable (and not even anything producers had to hide yet), I thought it was unfair that she should start to pop out before me. With three mothers standing by as I had my meltdown, I received plenty of advice and consolation. Mine would come, they said.


I could only hope and pray it came soon.


 


The first of our eventual 117 episodes premiered on Friday, September 26, 1969, airing at eight P.M. on ABC. I watched it at home. After dinner, my whole family gathered around the TV set. It was the first time I remember all of us watching anything together since Robert Kennedy’s assassination the previous year.
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