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PROLOGUE

Stepping Out, Senior Style




IT WAS A CLEAR SPRING EVENING IN NEW YORK NOT long ago, and I looked absolutely divine. I felt divine, too, as I stepped out of my hotel onto Central Park South. I was in town from my home in Los Angeles, and had just made an appearance on a talk show with my dear old friend Harry Belafonte. Now I was on my way to a screening at the Tribeca Film Festival. I was feeling incredibly pleased with myself. My new coat—black Armani cut to fit perfectly. And I felt good in it. Well, in New York, your coat is your car, after all, so you have to have one that’s just right for all the coming and going.

Although now a Californian, I associate Manhattan with the best of everything. Saks Fifth Avenue, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and Bergdorf Goodman were around the corner from my hotel. Le Cirque’s latest incarnation, a resplendent and colorful room, was east of there. And just a stone’s throw from me was the steadfast, palatial Plaza, where I had lived with Suzanne, my only child, in the early 1960s. I performed there in the Persian Room, with a fourteen-piece orchestra. You see, long before I became television’s first black actress with her own sitcom, I was a performer in the musical theater and nightclub worlds, with my spiritual center on the stages of Broadway and in the high-end club venues of Manhattan, the Waldorf-Astoria, for example.

Less than a hundred blocks to the north of my hotel stood the brownstone where I grew up, a child of hardworking Harlem parents who made me feel like a princess, even as they struggled to make ends meet. By middle age, I’d soared as far as a girl could possibly soar in a lifetime. I’d surpassed anything anyone in my life could have imagined. Born Carol Diann Johnson, I was a proud graduate of the High School of Music and Art who went on to break more than a few race barriers in her time and more than a few sound barriers while racing around the globe.

Here’s the short list: After appearing on Arthur Godfrey’s radio show while still in high school, I ended up singing at the Latin Quarter by the time I was eighteen and everywhere else from the Catskills to Las Vegas. At nineteen, I was in my first movie, Carmen Jones, with Pearl Bailey and Dorothy Dandridge. Not long after that I was the young lady lip-synching “Summertime” in the movie version of Porgy and Bess. That’s where I first met Sidney Poitier and started a treacherous nine-year affair. I destroyed my first and most important marriage to Monte Kay, the father of my only child. Other movie roles followed at a young age, including one in Hurry Sundown with Jane Fonda, Faye Dunaway, and Michael Caine, and then Paris Blues, with Paul Newman, Sidney Poitier, and Joanne Woodward. On Broadway, as early as 1954, Truman Capote and Harold Arlen had cast me as the ingenue in their Broadway show, House of Flowers. And in 1962, Richard Rodgers wrote a musical for me called No Strings, in which I played a fashion model in the first interracial romance Broadway had ever seen. That got me a Tony. But there was to be more. In 1968, the networks summoned, and I became NBC’s Julia, the first sitcom about a black character. I had my own television variety show a few years later. It was called, what else? The Diahann Carroll Show. I appeared in every television special imaginable during the years when such things existed, including one in which Sammy Davis Jr. and I sang together in a tribute to Richard Rodgers that felt like a racial milestone to me. I starred opposite James Earl Jones as a poor Harlem single mother in a movie called Claudine, and played a well-intentioned stepmother in Roots: The Next Generations. I even found my way back to Broadway as a psychiatrist in Agnes of God. And all the while, even when others might have allowed themselves to slow down, I kept touring with my nightclub act, keeping my name out there even long into middle age. Then, in 1985, something surprising happened. Aaron Spelling cast me as Dominique Deveraux, the black bitch on Dynasty. Not bad at all!

All of the above and much more happened in my first half century. I mean, I once had armed bodyguards in Havana escorting me to perform after Fidel Castro had taken over the government! So I’d say I packed it in. And for each and every performance (and each and every wedding, for that matter), I was always on time, always prepared, and always, always coiffed and dressed.


So that spring night not long ago in Manhattan, when I was stepping out of my hotel on Central Park South, belonged as much to me as to anyone in the city. My pants were creamy white and flowing—with flares that were so outrageously wide they flapped as I strode down the steps. I may be a senior, but when it comes to fashion, I try to stay in touch with what’s current, as I have done my whole life, ever since my mother took me shopping at Best & Company department store for versions of the clothes showing on the runways. And what good were my superb clothes that night without the right shoes? Mine were something. Aubergine leather boots—with very high heels, as au courant as they were uncomfortable. And also my downfall, literally. As I negotiated the last steps to the sidewalk and town car that would take me on my way, my pointy-toe boot caught in my voluminous flare, and I tripped and went down to the ground.

Brian Panella, my manager, yelled, “Are you all right?” I told him, “Of course I am,” and I stood up and kept going. Still, it was an unsettling moment. About to turn seventy, I, a woman who has been wearing heels her whole life, had unceremoniously gone down in them in public.

Did I now have to give up high heels or risk more serious falls in years to come?

You cannot be a legitimate nightclub performer, as far as I’m concerned, in sensible shoes. To me, high heels have always been symbols of sensuality. It’s not just about attracting the opposite sex (although I’m never one to say that isn’t important). I just know most women look better in high heels. The posture is better, the line of the leg is enhanced. It’s more attractive. Even when I have small dinner parties at home, I prefer to wear my heels. I like the way I feel in them. And when you become a senior citizen, there’s great pleasure to be had in the fact that even when the tummy isn’t as taut as it used to be, the legs are still shapely and slender. They really are the last things to go, you know.

I’m told I look pretty good for my age, with, I am un-ashamed to admit, a little help from my plastic surgeon. When you get to be seventy-three (and by the way, I never lie about my age, but that doesn’t mean you’re allowed to ask, either!), you know so much more about your life than you did when you’re in the thick of things, running the hamster wheel and gathering every damn nut you can. Yes, I’m ambitious, a rampant careerist who is as dedicated and vain as any performer in the business. I don’t know if that will ever change. But I do feel a shift in myself these days. And even as the legs hang on, the memories fade. So it’s nice to have a chance here to look back as a wiser (but not too wizened) person.

That’s why I’m writing this book. It isn’t the definitive autobiography. I published one of those in 1986, when I was on national television on Dynasty. I was having a big moment then, recognized everywhere I went, just like the days when I was Julia. But did I ever take a moment to breathe and sit back and enjoy the gift of Dynasty giving me a leading role in a successful television show in my middle age, something no actress should take for granted? No. I was too involved in the business of being and promoting Diahann Carroll to step back and admit I wasn’t likely to enjoy anything as major as that again.


Let’s not be coy. My first fifty years were a dazzling, dizzying ride that included moments with everyone from Miles Davis, Richard Rodgers, and Barbra Streisand to JFK, LBJ, and Jackie O. There was even a lovely proposal of marriage from David Frost. Nothing came easily in my work—I doubt it does to any entertainer, especially an African-American woman from Harlem. But things did come to me, extraordinary opportunities in my first half century. The past twenty years haven’t been uneventful, either. Since Dynasty, and my last book, wonderful things have continued to come. Some have been on stage and screen. How could I not be thrilled with the chance to be the first black Norma Desmond in the musical Sunset Boulevard (at age sixty) or to have a great recurring role for a season of Grey’s Anatomy ten years later? Getting a rave review in the New York Times for my one-woman show a few years back at Feinstein’s, a premier cabaret venue in Manhattan, was no small feat, either. But, when all is said and done, those aren’t, in my mind, the biggest standouts of these last twenty years.

Since turning fifty (that’s when the AARP considers you eligible for membership, just so you know), I’ve been in and out of my fourth and last marriage (Vic Damone), battled breast cancer, and reconciled with both my father and my daughter. (All that devotion to my work took a toll on my family life.) I helped my mother through her final years on this earth, and came to love her in a way I never imagined I would. I downsized my life and my expectations, performing in more intimate venues than I’ve seen since my early years of performing, and as difficult as it was, I traded in my Rolls-Royce for a normal sedan. I even had an estate sale and moved out of a spacious Beverly Hills home to a high-rise condominium. And strange as this sounds, it is only in these golden years that I am finally reveling in the pleasures of family and friendship, as well as the benefits of solitude. I finally see that I no longer need a man to feel I am loved. That is the enormous gift of a lesson that the ending of my fourth marriage gave me.

But then, the big gift of aging is that you are finally in a place where you can understand things you never understood. And with this new equanimity comes perspective and a chance to clear the air, reconcile, laugh, and move on. Finally I understand what it means not to take every damn thing so seriously.

Every week I have to face another shift that tests my ability to laugh at myself. Then I tell myself I have to adjust, and I do. At first, I thought I’d call this book Too Old to Give a Damn: Things I Never Could Have Said While Working in Hollywood. I’m no pushover, but I do have the kind of manners that have made me hold back frequently in my lifetime. Then I realized that show business isn’t the sole preoccupation of my life anymore. Right now it’s about the people I love—here and now—in my golden years. The other day I was on the campus of the University of California–Los Angeles when a shy student approached and asked if I was the actress who played the mom on Grey’s Anatomy. I told her I was. She told me how much she loved my character, a no-nonsense mother of the doctor played by Isaiah Washington. “You were great, you were right on it,” this student told me. Now I would be a disingenuous fool if I were to say that that kind of recognition means nothing to me, especially this late in my life. And I wouldn’t be telling the whole story if I also didn’t admit that quite regularly strangers come up to me to ask, “Who are you?” At times, I’d like to tell them, “Me? I’m not sure!” After all, all my life people have been trying to make me define myself racially, politically, and artistically. Now they are just trying to place my face. Not long ago, I was standing with Dionne Warwick at a party when someone asked her who her friend was. Did it bother me? Well, maybe a little. He returned shortly thereafter and said, “I know who you are—you’re Julia!” But I understand I can’t rely on universal recognition anymore for my sense of self-worth. I’m just happy that people in the business still think of me from time to time, and call. I guess that’s the payoff for keeping my act together, both figuratively and literally.

Meanwhile, it’s the recognition of my grandchildren that really matters to me now. I never thought I’d feel such joy with my family; they have become the world to me. The other day, when I was on the phone with my daughter, she said my granddaughter was waiting to speak to me. She wanted to tell me about her visit to the symphony. I was all ears, hanging on every delicious word. It is wonderful to see my daughter enjoying the relationship I have with her children. It’s something I wish I had had with her when she was young. But I was focused, too much so, on my career. Well, it’s never too late, I hope.

So do the things that happen late in life really give you the perspective you’ve been waiting for? Who knows. But the other day, I was attending a benefit when a young black actress asked, “Where have you been?” It made me happy to know she was thinking of me while in the prime of her own career. Well, I’m still here, performing my musical one-woman show at any venue that makes sense to me. And like all actresses of a certain age, I’m still hoping that someone comes along with a script too wonderful to resist. But I’ll be honest with you: if you want to know where I am most of the time these days, I’m often enjoying a good book, or with my daughter’s family, or out to dinner with friends. It’s nice to finally understand that I’ve had a good run of a life. Now I just have to hope that what I put out there in my career is something that younger actors can still draw upon today. Whenever I find myself around young actors such as Halle Berry and Angela Bassett, they tell me how inspiring my work is to them. And not long ago, Whoopi Goldberg even told me, “I have to thank you for dressing the way you do because you made it okay for me not to worry about what I wear.” I’ll take that as a compliment.

Maybe this book is my way of having my say, just as the Delany sisters had theirs. (In 1999, I played Sadie Delany and the incomparable Ruby Dee played my sister. What a joy it was to work with her. But imagine my shock when I saw what I might look like at age one hundred!) Maybe writing this book is my way of conceding that I’m a little wiser now than I am slim, a little more willing to be amused than I am to be swept off my feet.

But that doesn’t mean I can’t be the style-conscious shopper I’ve always been. That’s just too much fun to give up.

Superficial, you think? Deeply!

But that’s showbiz, and that’s me.
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ONE

Upon the Wicked Stage




CALL ME CRAZY, BUT I UNDERSTAND NORMA DESMOND, the silent-screen diva who the world passed by in Sunset Boulevard. Norma Desmond drives a Rolls-Royce. Norma Desmond has a penchant for spending lavishly. She knows the magic of makeup and the thrill of casting spells over millions. She is a character who remembers what it’s like to be adored when young. She also knows the savagery of show business.

And so do I.

Not that I’ve had it bad. How many actresses receive a call at fifty to play an overdressed black bitch on an international hit show like Dynasty? People still manage to keep me in mind, even now, twenty years later. I get my share of calls to sing in lovely venues, and still know the pleasure of standing on a well-lit stage performing. Sometimes, I am invited to accept an award. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t plenty of days when I feel completely passed over and passed by. Well, I imagine that’s how many people feel when their high-powered careers slow down. Performers, of course, have to deal with droughts and doubts all the time, even when young. It’s a tough field. You’re in, you’re out. You’re right for something, you’re wrong. You have to learn to live with rejection and curdled ambition on a daily basis, especially if you happen to be female.

Norma Desmond took her discomfort to an epic level. Yet what actress of a certain age would not cringe at the famous Rolls-Royce scene? Norma has finally gotten the call she’s been longing for from an accomplished director. She prepares for weeks for her meeting with him—massages, facials, exercise—everything she can do to set back the clock and dazzle when she returns to the lights and cameras. When she finally arrives on the set, in all her glamour and glory, she is quietly hit with the terrible, insulting news that the movie studio has only called her because it wants to use her car, not her, for a movie. It has come to that. Her car is more in demand than she is.

When, in 1994, my agent called to tell me I’d been invited by the producers to audition for Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Sunset Boulevard, I was familiar with the rhythms of a life in which the phone didn’t ring as often, at least not with offers for major roles. I was, after all, in my sixties at the time, and fully aware of the limited shelf life of any acting career. Happily, my emotional footing was far more secure than Norma Desmond’s. I knew I wasn’t being handed the role. I’d have to work to get it.


I started preparing with even more diligence than usual. And a few days into it, I was told that Sir Andrew was actually going to be at the audition. It was very nerve-racking. Auditioning always is. You have to find the character in your head, and worry if what you find will complement what the director, producer, and writer envision.

I go through this every time I audition. Even after NBC hired me to play Julia, a nurse and single mother, Hal Kanter, the creator of the show, had reservations. He was a charming and outspoken white Southerner who’d been a writer for Amos ’n’ Andy, among many other projects, and he had a firm sense of what Middle America wanted for its first African-American sitcom star in 1968. And despite the network’s faith in me, Hal was not completely convinced that I was the right woman for the role. He felt my image was too worldly and glamorous.

Well, I had won a Tony for playing a chic model in Paris for Richard Rodgers on Broadway, and I had done several Hollywood films with Otto Preminger. I performed in luxurious venues in New York, Las Vegas, and Miami, and had appeared on beautifully produced television specials for years. I was one of those fortunate performers—and there might have been only a dozen of us in total—who went from show to show—Ed Sullivan, Dean Martin, Judy Garland—holiday specials, shows about everything from Broadway to black humor. I was even chosen in 1967 to costar with Maurice Chevalier in the first collaboration between French and American television. Every appearance was more lavish than the next.


Hal Kanter knew all about my jet-set lifestyle when NBC told him he was to meet with me. I knew about his hesitancy, so for our first meeting, I dressed carefully—to look modest, and though it was a Givenchy, the line was so simple, I knew it would work—and walked into the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel.

I was told later that he didn’t recognize me. “That’s the look I want for this character,” he told a colleague. “A well-dressed housewife just like that woman.”

Then I came over to the table and he discovered that “that woman” was me.

“Hal,” I said. “I know I can do this. I’m an actress. You saw me come through that door and I convinced you that I could be a housewife. Well, guess what? I prepared to be a housewife for this interview. And I think this is how Julia would dress.”

I have to say, preparing to audition for Norma Desmond was less of a stretch. Although I’ve always considered myself more of a worker than a diva, I could relate to the character of an extravagant actress in the twilight of her career. I felt so much pressure for my Sunset Boulevard audition. I knew I was the first black actress to be considered for the role, and worked very hard to keep that thought out of my head as I rehearsed with my pianist. I was intent on nailing the character of a sixty-year-old woman living in complete denial, no matter what color she is.

In situations like that, one question rises to the surface above all others: What the hell am I going to wear? The day of the audition, I changed outfits several times and left clothes all over my bedroom, as if I were a teenager on a first date. Finally I decided that the most dramatic look (that wouldn’t come off as being stark raving mad) was a white ensemble—white trousers, white blouse, and to really push it, a white Burberry raincoat. Then, to take it up another notch, I added a white fedora. It was very dramatic, if not completely obsessive. But then, I am one of those people who cannot leave the house without overthinking an outfit. I looked anything but casual.

I made a decision that I would drive myself that day rather than use a driver. I arrived at the Shubert Theater in Century City to be greeted by the pianist I was to work with, a lovely young man named Paul. “Miss Carroll, it’s so wonderful,” he said. “Sir Andrew is in town and he wants to hear you sing!” Now I knew some of the history of this production. I knew that Glenn Close was playing Norma Desmond in Los Angeles, and that Betty Buckley was playing her in New York. I also knew that Faye Dunaway had cost the producers a good deal of money in a role that ended up not being right for her. Lastly, I knew that the job I was up for was not in the New York or Los Angeles productions, but in Toronto. If I got the part, I’d be living there at least a year.

It didn’t matter. I wanted to play Norma Desmond.

The agreement for the audition was that I would work with the pianist provided by the producers for forty-five minutes so that we could find our way through the song I had chosen to sing, which was the beautiful main ballad from the show, “As If We Never Said Goodbye.” Usually I bring my own pianist, with whom I’ve prepared extensively. This was a different situation, one that made me a little uncomfortable. But I started to work with Paul, and it was going well, when the door to the rehearsal room burst open. It was Sir Andrew himself. He strode up to us, waved his hand at the pianist, and said, “I’ll take over, I’ll do this with her.” My heart started pounding. The pianist looked at me and I looked at him with complete terror in my eyes.

Sir Andrew threw himself down at the piano and played a chord or two. Then he looked up at me and said, with his arch and intimidating English accent, “So sing something!”

“Sing something?” I repeated.

“Sing anything. How about ‘Melancholy Baby’?”

I said, “‘Melancholy Baby’? Why?”

“Why not?” he said.

“Is this a show about a saloon?” I found myself continuing. “Can we maybe try a love song instead, something that isn’t too difficult, like ‘More Than You Know’?”

“No, I don’t know that,” he said.

I could instantly see that he was not to be spoken to like that, worker to worker. So even as I tried to remain calm my nerves started fraying. I’d worked with composers my whole life, and they were almost always wonderful to me, nurturing and open-minded, treating me as if I were a colleague, not an employee. I had never come across anyone who behaved like the “star creator.” Harold Arlen, one of our greatest composers, was so modest and sweet. He never tried to impress or impose.

After a few disagreeable minutes of having to hold my ground and not sing a saloon song, Sir Andrew said to me, “Well, what is it that you came prepared to sing?”


I told him it was the ballad “As If We Never Said Goodbye” from his show.

“All right, then why don’t you go ahead and sing it?”

He played a few bars. I could tell the key was not in my vocal register.

“I’m afraid that isn’t my key,” I said.

“Well, give it a try anyway,” he said. “Let’s hear what you can do.”

That key he selected was more likely to showcase what I couldn’t do. I could not believe this was happening. But I would not capitulate, either. I had not spent all these many years in my profession only to be denied what was due to me. I suspected that Sir Andrew was unhappy with me for being a singer who played Vegas more often than Broadway. And although I had not given it any thought, I suddenly couldn’t help wondering if behind this complete disregard for the basic courtesy due a performer was a creator of a show who was perhaps a little dubious about casting a black actress as Norma Desmond. Let me be clear. Casting is a taste business, so any number of reasons can form a decision. And this was not obvious racism. I’d seen that at work. Obvious racism is when people yell terrible remarks while you’re singing, as they did when I played nightclubs in my early years. Out-and-out racism is when the Count Basie Orchestra is not allowed to stay at a hotel in Las Vegas in the 1950s until Frank Sinatra himself has to explain to management that the Basie orchestra has to be housed at the hotel where he was living. Obvious racism is when the sponsor of a 1968 Petula Clark television special tries to delete a moment when she affectionately touches Harry Belafonte’s arm because bodily contact was deemed unacceptable between races.

Obvious racism is when a cabdriver noticed I was black after he’d stopped for me in front of my apartment on Riverside Drive many years ago, and started driving away with me holding on to the door handle. I was being dragged down the street. The doormen on both sides of my street came running over to my aid. When I stood up, they asked if I was okay.

“I’m fine, but I have to have his number to report him,” I said.

The doormen helped a moment before disappearing. Clearly, they didn’t want to get involved. So I took off my kid gloves, got a pen out of my Kelly bag, and took down the cab number. As I was doing so, the driver said, “What are you going to do? Report me? All that means is I lose a day.”

“We’ll see,” I said as I finished writing his number down.

“Why waste your time and my time?” he said, snickering.

Because he needed to see that I took his racism seriously, that’s why. I took him to court downtown, a place I’d been several times before to report taxis that had not picked me up. And he was docked five days, an order I knew he didn’t actually have to adhere to. But I felt much better knowing that cabdrivers in that courtroom that day realized that some people of color will not allow that kind of behavior.

Of course that was nothing compared with what I experienced years before, in 1957, when I was singing in Lake Tahoe at a hotel. It was early in my career and I was not traveling with my own musicians. On our first night, the orchestra conductor began to get closer to me onstage. He backed up and was right alongside me. I looked at him as if to say, “Why are you standing next to me?” I was the star singer, and he was supposed to be conducting the orchestra, not moving closer to the audience into my spotlight. It seemed to me he was trying to tell me he did not want to be in the position of conducting for me. But I didn’t say anything. After the second night of this same strange usurping of my space, I approached him after the show and asked what had happened. The entire orchestra was listening.

“What was it? Did you have trouble hearing me?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. But the next night he did the same thing, backing into my spotlight again. I was performing in my demure gown and pearls, and he was in a white dinner jacket, shoulder to shoulder with me, waving his arms around, conducting. It was a complete distraction and completely unacceptable. While the audience was applauding me I turned to ask him in a stage whisper, “Why are you standing next to me? I don’t understand.”

That’s when he snapped, “These people don’t want to hear a nigger sing.”

Then he turned to start the orchestra on the next song, and feeling winded, I took a breath and went on to sing my Ethel Waters medley.

Backstage later, I asked the members of the orchestra if they heard his remark.

“Yes, we did,” one musician said.


“We’ve been waiting for you to find out,” said another. “He can’t stand the fact that he has to conduct for you. He’s a nasty racist and he especially hates black people.” I stood there, stunned, reminding myself not to allow this ignorant man to force me to behave inappropriately, so slapping his face was out of the question! “Oh,” I said quietly in front of the musicians, who looked very uncomfortable. “Well, I’ll have to see what I can do about this.”

Several musicians told me that anything I wanted to do, they would support. They had traveled around the country too often not to know there were all kinds of problems of prejudice that musicians had to face, not just as artists but as Jews, Italians, and Hispanics. And they did not understand how anyone in their own profession, a fellow artist, could be so provincial and hateful. I called the police and the union.

The police took my report. “Have you been harmed?” they asked.

“No,” I told them, “but I’ve been the target of racist slurs.”

I had not decided if I’d even go on to perform the next night until I learned what response I would get from the phone calls I’d made. The union contacted me, then contacted the conductor and threatened him, and that frightened him. So he came into my dressing room.

“What did you tell these people?” he said with a laugh.

“That you told me the audience doesn’t want to hear a nigger sing,” I said.

“Oh, come on.” He snickered. “You know I was only joking.”


I said, “Well, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. You are going to apologize to me in front of the entire orchestra for joking in such a way.”

“Are you crazy?” he asked.

“If you don’t,” I said, “I will not perform.”

He shook his head as if I were out of my mind.

But I went ahead and gathered the orchestra into the rehearsal room. And the conductor, who I later learned had been a member of the Little Rascals (he played Porky), stood there with me and said something like, “Diahann Carroll here is accusing me of racist remarks.” He didn’t say he was sorry for his behavior.

“But actually,” I said, “I would like you to apologize to me and to all of us. Your remark was an insult to what we do.”

He just laughed at me, shook his head, and walked out.

I asked the musicians, “So what do I do now? The only thing I can do is quit.”

We gathered in my hotel room for a meeting. We all agreed that we would all suffer if I didn’t go on with my booking. Nobody would get paid. There was no way around it. So I simply asked to have this man removed from my show. An assistant conducted instead. It’s not a big payoff ending, but it took care of the problem at hand.

That was real racism. What I was facing with Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber wasn’t anything in that league. He had mentioned at some point during our awkward meeting that no silent-screen stars were black. And I told him there was no Norma Desmond, either. “She’s a fictional character,” I said. But I still don’t know to this day why he was so keen on maligning me at that audition when he saw me becoming so anxious in his presence.

“All right, so I’ll give you a chord, now go ahead and sing,” he was telling me.

“But I was told I could rehearse with a pianist before presenting it,” I said.

“What do you mean?” he said briskly. “Come on. Just sing it. Just sing!”

I was completely unmoored now. And quite frankly, I figured at this point he didn’t want to work with me if I was being so difficult. So my dream of getting this part was pretty much falling apart. But I did not break out into a sweat and feel my throat go dry. I knew what I had been promised. I had been told that I would have forty-five minutes to work with a pianist before singing for the producers, director, and creator of the show. Finally they phoned my agent and he defended my contractual agreement in no uncertain terms. He suggested they let me go home. “So you really won’t sing?” Sir Andrew asked.

“I will,” I said. “And I’m sorry, but I really want to have a moment to prepare.”

And with that, I was shown the door. The rehearsal pianist walked me out of the dark theater into the parking lot and accompanied me to my car, a Rolls. It was champagne-and chocolate-colored, and looking regal in a lonely, sunlit lot.

“That’s not your car, is it?” he said.

“Yes,” I said. “That’s my car.”

He shook his head and laughed. It was just too Norma Desmond.


“I have driven a Rolls for years,” I said.

To be honest, I was a little embarrassed. On the one hand, a Rolls is a power statement in a town in which dropping off and picking up at valet parking is a form of ritual display. But on the other hand, I knew that driving one when I was not at the top of anyone’s list anymore was a slightly dangerous choice of statement making, and more than a little “Norma Desmond” in the eyes of the all-knowing types in Los Angeles.

Sending the wrong message can get you in trouble in this town. And the worst message of all is when you’re driving a fancy car that is in need of repair.

1n 1976, I was truly wondering where my life was going. My hit albeit controversial series Julia was long over. So was my summer television series, The Diahann Carroll Show. Dynasty was in the future, but I had no idea of that then. Show business had already started to change, and singers like me who loved nothing more than performing the standards of the older generation were being challenged by everything from the Bee Gees to Motown. Around that time, I remember quite clearly the sight of a bright yellow Bentley convertible coming at me on Coldwater Canyon Drive in Beverly Hills. I had never seen such a color in my life except on a taxicab in New York. Behind the wheel of this lurid yellow car was this tiny black woman with a huge head of hair flying in the wind. As she drove past me, I recognized it was Diana Ross.

“There goes the neighborhood,” I muttered to myself.

Now, I know that sounds terrible. But you have to understand that in 1976, a bright yellow Bentley (or was it a Rolls?) was as out of place as Albert Einstein might have been in this town. And there’s no denying that I was just learning what to make of the influence of Motown on the music industry. I knew it was brilliant, but I simply couldn’t relate to it. I was immersed in an old-fashioned notion of elegance and sophistication and had no choice but to remain true to the music of Gershwin, Porter, and Ellington—what I knew and was raised on. All this new music represented a loss of footing for me. Yes, I’ll admit it, I was confused about Detroit, too. I was, after all, from New York, the apex of all things sophisticated, cultural, and old school. And like so many transplants, I was very defensive about giving up Manhattan for Los Angeles. So as I drove past that huge flashy yellow convertible, I probably didn’t want to admit how worried I was about my own career.

It had not gone as well as I had hoped after three seasons of Julia. My summer variety show was successful and paid well, but it had come and gone, and it seemed to me that the era of lavish television specials was coming to an end. I was convinced that there was less demand for a chanteuse like me, a girl who became a singing star on television and in nightclubs wearing pearls. There was more interest in performers who were more soulful. The great Aretha Franklin. The singular Nina Simone. Our culture was rapidly changing and I knew I had to rethink my situation. Norma Desmond was appealing to act onstage, but in real life I had to embrace the new. So I set out to do just that. If I get an A for effort, I don’t get such high marks for execution. When I look back on The Carol Burnett Show and see myself in a macramé vest and silly hat, singing songs that just didn’t come naturally to me, I notice my own awkwardness. I was trying to adapt to the new trends—which change every ten years or so, requiring those of us in the business to keep on our toes—but that was not for me. I was and always will be a chanteuse in the way I understand the term. That was hard to reconcile with the 1970s, an era of strident liberation. The only important film role I played during those years was representative of where the cultural interest was—as a welfare mother in the independent film Claudine. She was gritty, real, an honest black woman working her tail off. It was a great part. But no other roles were forthcoming, so I continued to travel. But in this new world, could I really still afford my Rolls and my mansion in Benedict Canyon with a wine cellar, waterfall, and three-car garage?

Harry Belafonte had advised me to always make the best financial deal I possibly could, because no career is guaranteed, especially for an African-American woman in showbiz. He also explained early on in my career that touring, regardless of how inconvenient it was, could be very lucrative. That’s why when Richard Rodgers’s No Strings was ready for its national tour, I decided to go with it.

I remember the day I had a horrifically unsettling experience in a department store. It was in the early 1980s, and I had driven my Rolls to Saks Fifth Avenue in Beverly Hills. I did not give much thought to the fact that it needed some work. Usually I’m persnickety, but around this time, I’d been neglectful. So the Rolls wasn’t looking its best that day. Anyway, I had bought some bathing suits and cover-ups for a trip, and while I was in the dressing room, a young salesclerk came in to see me.

“Miss Carroll,” she said. “Your credit card didn’t go through.”

I stood there, confused. I had never heard those words before, ever. It was so mortifying I hardly knew what to say. Then, as I stepped out of the dressing room, there were some women who wanted my autograph. Can you imagine? I signed for them and spoke in a way that was more animated than usual. Then I called over to the clerk, “I’ll be back to take care of this tomorrow!” I wanted to make it clear to everyone in that swimsuit department at Saks that I did not have a financial problem. And I actually didn’t. It was more that I was starting to feel a kind of slipping from the top of the food chain at the time. Certainly, I could pay my bills. But I probably couldn’t continue to travel the way I traveled, extravagantly, with twenty pieces of luggage and an entourage. In my midforties, I was beginning to make contact with the feeling that my life had changed, and that I might not be able to maintain the level of success that had come so easily in the past. Should I really be driving a Rolls, particularly one in need of a few repairs? My outspoken agent, Roy Gerber, didn’t think so. He told me that someone had cringed seeing me pull up to the Beverly Wilshire for lunch.

“My friend saw you get out of your car and he called me immediately,” Roy told me. “He said you should stop driving it because it’s a perfect example of someone having financial problems.” I finally got it repaired, and I kept trading up for new ones, just as my father had done with his Chryslers all my childhood. And now, fifteen years later, here I was after a disastrous audition, standing in a theater parking lot about to get into my Rolls, and worrying about how to pay for my life. I didn’t just want to play Norma Desmond in the national production of Sunset Boulevard in Toronto. I had to.

I unlocked the door to the car and got in.

“I just can’t believe this is really your car,” the pianist said. “Well, I promised myself years ago that I would drive a Rolls all my life,” I told him. “It’s very important to me that I only have the best for myself and my child.”

He nodded respectfully, and then shook his head.

“Well, I wish those people inside that theater could see you now, because quite clearly you are Norma Desmond,” he said. “You have the perfect voice, looks, and car.”

I thanked him and drove away, angry that the revered creator of the show could feel it was his right to tease me and try to provoke me into singing saloon songs. And I was upset that I was not the kind of person who could joke around with him and go with the flow. My whole life I’ve been careful and formal. The only time I wasn’t was when I ran in for my second audition for House of Flowers with a crazy, chopped-off hairstyle, so exhausted that without even thinking, I sat down on the edge of the stage, kicked off my shoes, and sang to Harold Arlen, Truman Capote, and all the producers in the dark. But I was a girl then, barely twenty years old. Now I was very much an adult.

“Well, that’s that,” I said as I drove home. So much for Sunset Boulevard.


Not long after that, my agent got another call, and I was sent some music to prepare and asked to fly to Toronto. After another audition, without Sir Andrew around, I was granted my proper time with a rehearsal pianist and sang well. The producer, Garth Drabinksy, told me he had wanted me all along. No, Sir Andrew was not totally happy about the choice. I don’t think he wanted me at all, and claimed that I couldn’t sing in the key in which the songs were written. But the final decision about me was the producer’s, not the creator’s. And I was offered the job that very day, and like any woman in her sixties, I was terribly delighted to be wanted again.

But it didn’t take long to realize that I was back in the theater, and that meant I would be locked away day in and day out in my own little gilded cage. I always took my work so seriously, too seriously. For an entire year, I would be committed to eight shows a week, worrying about my throat, with humidifiers all around me. But I desperately needed to prove I could play the role. I was the oldest woman to play Norma Desmond, and certainly the darkest. My leading man, Rex Smith, was very charming and extremely talented. And there was something so rewarding about not having to worry for two years about what kind of jobs I might be offered.

The revolving set for the show was incredibly ornate and so were the costumes. Sweeping around in capes as heavy as velvet drapes and walking up and down three hundred steps eight performances weekly in heels and a leopard-skin gown that weighed sixty pounds almost killed me. One night I tripped and injured my ankle badly. I iced it in between scenes so the show could go on. That’s the reality of live theater. It can be painful and it isn’t always pretty. Yet it can be so rewarding.

The reviews and audiences were wonderful. Toronto’s a beautiful city and its theatergoers are as sophisticated as any in the world. And if the American press didn’t pay much attention to the production, I was just becoming seasoned enough to understand that less than perfect can be good enough. You learn that as you age, I think—to appreciate fully what you’re given. It’s a kind of acceptance that can bring peace, even to an overly ambitious perfectionist like me.

The one thing that I could not accept from my experience as the lead in Toronto’s Sunset Boulevard was the night Sir Andrew came from England to see our performance. The company was thrilled that we would be able to meet the great creator of so many shows and songs we knew so well. The plan was that we’d have some time with him after the show. So after the curtain fell, we were all racing around in our dressing rooms, pulling ourselves together for our moment. But then his voice came over our PA system, sounding brittle and rushed.

“Thank you all so very much for a lovely performance. I enjoyed it very much. My pilot has just informed me that the skies are clouding over and that I must leave immediately, but again, thank you for a fine show.” There was dead silence everywhere.

We had all worked so hard on this show and we were really disappointed. The cast so wanted to meet him, be around him for a half hour. That’s how actors are. We try our best to interpret the work of important artists every single night, and it would have just been so wonderful to be able to greet him. I was also looking forward to burying any ill will between us. But he was gone, just gone. I was demolished and demoralized. You do feel responsible for the company when you’re the star of the show. And I just couldn’t believe he would do that.

On the other hand, I’d been the leading lady in a similar situation years ago with the great Richard Rodgers. Actually, it was worse.

It happened in Detroit. I was working extremely hard in 1962 for the out-of-town opening of the Broadway-bound No Strings. And the night before we opened, Mr. Rodgers came to see me in my dressing room. In a voice that was something between avuncular and condescending, he told me he had something he needed to discuss with me: the hostess of our opening-night party did not want me in her home. She felt that it would confuse her children to see a black woman who was sophisticated and elegant because they didn’t exist. She told Rodgers she was certain he’d hired tutors to teach me diction and manners, and that I was a fabricated black character who was designed to startle white audiences. Did Rodgers, who wrote “You’ve Got to Be Carefully Taught” about prejudice for South Pacific, argue with this racist hostess or give her a dressing-down? Did he tell her to cancel her party? No, he did neither. Well, I’d seen him be cruel in the past. Once in his office, he referred to Larry Hart, one of his former collaborators, as a fag. Another time, I ran into him in front of our hotel, again while we were trying out No Strings in Detroit. It was a rainy day, and when he asked how I was doing, I told him I was having a terrible time getting a cab. He said, “Oh, that’s too bad,” and then went and left in his limo without offering me a ride to the theater. It amazes me when people who have the ability to create such beautiful music can behave so rudely.

At any rate, when he told me that I would not be invited to the cast party, I wasn’t really surprised. After all, when you live a life in which racial prejudice is a daily experience, you carry with you a mental first-aid kit to fix any situation to avoid further infection of your soul. So I had my assistant call a favorite restaurant across the street from our theater, and reserved it for our private party. Everyone in the cast and crew was invited. We had a ball. We ate and drank, hugging one another and praising one another and giving one another the kind of support we needed after so many weeks of difficult rehearsals. And I never chose to speak of the incident again with Mr. Rodgers. I have never understood the point of dwelling on things that are so blatantly obvious. And besides, I could not withdraw from the theater opportunity of a lifetime.

Mr. Rodgers had called me on the telephone to introduce the idea of No Strings in 1961. He had loved my work in Capote and Arlen’s House of Flowers, and a few years later, in 1957, had tried to make me up to look Asian for Flower Drum Song, a look that didn’t work. I knew he had wanted to work with me for years, and I was excited. The morning he called was after one of my appearances on The Tonight Show with Jack Paar, where I was becoming a regular—a great boon to my public profile. For my meeting with Mr. Rodgers, I went in a pale pink Givenchy suit and pillbox hat. It was a perfect choice. “You look marvelous,” he said. “That’s exactly how I want you to look onstage in my show.” And so I did. In No Strings, I played an American model in Paris who falls in love with an American writer played by Richard Kiley. We have a glorious, glamorous fling (that only ends when he has to go back to the States) in a bonbon of a beautifully designed show. It meant the world to be able to depict a black woman with some sophistication, and it was especially gratifying to know I was part of the first integrated love affair on Broadway. This was Rodgers’s first project without a lyricist, it was a solid hit, and I won a Tony Award. My competitors for the prize in 1962 were Anna Marie Alberghetti, Molly Picon, and Elaine Stritch.

And No Strings was an almost perfect experience. I say almost perfect because show business is never without its regrettable moments. The cast party in Detroit was one. The other came in the days after I received my Tony Award, and I opened the papers to find out that Nancy Kwan, an Asian-American actress, had been cast to play my role in the Warner Brothers film version of the show. Yes, Audrey Hepburn had replaced Julie Andrews for the film version of My Fair Lady, just as Andrews would replace Mary Martin for the film version of The Sound of Music. But this was different. I wasn’t too old for the part in the movie, just too black. Around that time, I had testified for Adam Clayton Powell Jr. about limited opportunities for black performers. In the wake of the news about No Strings, the NAACP sent a petition to Warner Bros., demanding to know how many black people it employed. Several groups threatened to boycott the film. The studio eventually decided to shelve the project.

It was devastating to be unwelcome at a cast party and the movie version of a show that had been written for me. But by then, I already knew how cruel show business could be. The great Pearl Bailey was the one who taught me my very first lesson about these immense cruelties in show business. In House of Flowers, she played a madam in a West Indian bordello who helps raise Ottilie, the young ingenue I was playing. Despite all odds (and sense, when I look back on it now), Ottilie remains lovely, innocent, and pure.

I was nineteen at the time, and looked rather innocent myself. I suppose that’s why Pearl became so maternal. I don’t think she knew that I didn’t really need any mothering, given that I had such an attentive and loving mother. But Pearl was very sweet to me. Then, suddenly she wasn’t. We were still in rehearsals on the road. And on the show’s opening night in Philadelphia, I decided to apply a little eyeliner on my eyelids so the audience would notice my eyes, a standard routine for any theater actress. But before the curtain went up, and in the kind of loud, dramatic voice I had worked to eliminate from my own persona, I heard her on the other side of the theater. The whole cast and crew heard her, too. “That girl is covered in makeup,” she was yelling. “This show will not go on until she removes every last bit of it, do you hear me?” To be honest, I didn’t even know whom she was talking about. So I couldn’t believe it when the stage manager walked over to me, and with a sheepish voice said I’d have to wash my face. It was mortifying. But I didn’t argue. I knew what was going on. She was threatened by my youth, and wanted to keep me as barefoot and dowdy as possible.

“So that’s what it means to be the star,” I told myself as I washed my face.

Then it got worse. I had a beautiful song in the show called “Don’t Like Goodbyes.” It was Harold Arlen at his finest, and the audience was wild for the song. After a performance in our out-of-town rehearsals, there was a knock on my door. The producer, Saint-Suber, and Mr. Arlen were standing there. He was a terribly dapper-looking man, but he was also nurturing, and spoke to performers with respect and kindness. This was, in fact, a man whose personality was equal to the loving and idealistic songs he wrote.

“This is going to sound awful, and it isn’t very pleasant, so get ready,” he said. “And I have to apologize because we never should have allowed this to happen.”

My heart skipped several beats. What could this be? I knew I wasn’t being fired.

Then the producer quietly said, “We’re going to have to take the song ‘Don’t Like Goodbyes’ away from you. Pearl wants to sing it.”

I didn’t say what I wanted to say, which was, “Are you all crazy?”

I might have suggested that the song would make no sense if her character sang it. But I knew the rules well by then—don’t argue with the star. So I didn’t cry or carry on at all. I simply told myself that there was nothing to be done about this situation. If there’s something that you can do, then you have to fight for it. Or maybe you get the people you are paying to do the fighting for you. But this? Nothing to be done about it. She wanted my song.

So it was decided that to help the song make sense, I would remain onstage as Miss Bailey sang it to me. The director put me at her feet. I was looking out to the audience, wistfully, as she sang:

 

Don’t like goodbyes,

Tears or sighs…

 

She was playing the loving woman who had adopted me, and I was this girl whom she had raised to become a lady. It was decided that I would rest my face on her lap and she would tenderly rub my cheeks and forehead as I looked outward and she sang the song that was one of the most beautiful I’d ever heard, a song that gave me chills when I sang it. But the first night she sang my song, she took my head into both her hands, and slowly but forcefully turned my face completely upstage, away from the audience, and then she buried my face in her ample lap.

 

I’m not too good at leavin’ time…

I got no taste for grievin’ time

 

While breathing into the fabric of her dress, I waited for her to lift my face back up so I could continue breathing freely and looking out at the audience. But it soon became clear that she was going to keep my head placed right there where she decided it should be. I wanted to bite her, but I told myself, “You can’t change this, leave it alone.” And when the song ended, and she had let me go, I heard the audience applaud her instead of me. Everyone tried to convince her it made no sense for her character to sing that song.

“No, it’s fine,” she said. “We’ll leave it just like it is.”

So, as I say, show business can be cruel. Sunset Boulevard epitomizes that, and Norma Desmond is an example of what it’s like to fight with the fact that you are getting older. Well, we do have a terrible problem with age in this country. But you know what? I think it’s ridiculous for older women to allow themselves to be so demoralized. Say what you want about Norma, at least she had the wherewithal to try to get someone to write a script for her so she could have a role to play. She did what she could, and only when she realizes that she is no longer wanted, not by Hollywood and not by her young man, does she have her famous “ready for my close-up” meltdown scene. I’m glad that I’ve figured out at this tender age that public recognition is not the most important thing in life. I’m glad I have friends around to laugh with me and discuss the pros and cons of liposuction and other pertinent issues of the day. It’s a lot more fun. On the other hand, imagine how gratifying it was for me, at the end of that show in that theater in Toronto, to stand at the top of a staircase and go stark raving mad? That scene is the perfect fulfillment for any actress who has spent her life in the industry.

Well, in a way, I really was going mad at the time. Things with Vic Damone, my fourth husband, were falling apart. In my Sunset Boulevard interviews at the time, I’d joke about how wonderful it was to play Norma Desmond.

“She goes mad and shoots a man eight times a week,” I’d say.

I was only half joking.
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