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PROLOGUE 

Stepping Out, Se nior Style 

it  was a clear spring eve ning 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 appear-

ance on a talk show with my dear old friend Harry Belafonte. 

Now I was on my way to a screening at the Tribeca Film Fes-

tival. 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 cor-

ner 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 
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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 Har-

lem 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 John-

son, 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 fi rst 

movie, Carmen Jones, with Pearl Bailey and Dorothy Dandridge. 

Not long after that I was the young lady lip-synching “Sum-

mertime” in the movie version of Porgy and Bess. That’s where 

I first met Sidney Poitier and started a treacherous  nine-year af-

fair. 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 
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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 fi rst 

interracial romance Broadway had ever seen. That got me a 

Tony. But there was to be more. In 1968, the networks sum-

moned, 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 ap-

peared 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 Gen-

erations. I even found my way back to Broadway as a psychia-

trist 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 fi rst half 

century. I mean, I once had armed bodyguards in Havana es-

corting 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. 
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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  fl owing—with flares that were so outrageously wide 

they flapped as I strode down the steps. I may be a se nior, but 

when it comes to fashion, I try to stay in touch with what’s cur-

rent, 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 unceremoni-

ously 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 al-

ways been symbols of sensuality. It’s not just about attracting 

the opposite sex (although I’m never one to say that isn’t im-

portant). I just know most women look better in high heels. 

The posture is better, the line of the leg is enhanced. It’s more 
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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 se nior 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 career-

ist who is as dedicated and vain as any performer in the busi-

ness. 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 defi nitive 

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. 
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Let’s not be coy. My fi rst fifty years  were a dazzling, dizzy-

ing  ride that included moments with everyone from Miles Da-

vis, 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 oppor-

tunities in my fi rst half century. The past twenty years  haven’t 

been uneventful, either. Since Dynasty, and my last book, won-

derful 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 Fein-

stein’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 ven-

ues 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 se-

dan. I even had an estate sale and moved out of a spacious 
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Beverly Hills home to a  high-rise condominium. And strange 

as this sounds, it is only in these golden years that I am fi nally 

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 any-

more. 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 Uni-

versity of California–Los Angeles when a shy student ap-

proached 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 
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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 artisti-

cally. 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 grand-

daughter 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 
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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 enjoy-

ing 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 shop-

per 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. 





© Catherine Ashmore 

ONE 

Upon the Wicked Stage 

call me cr a zy,  but i  understand nor ma des-

mond, the  silent-screen diva who the world passed by in Sun-

set 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 mil-

lions. 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 interna-

tional 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 ac-

cept an award. But that  doesn’t mean there aren’t plenty of  

days when I feel completely passed over and passed by. Well, I 
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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 fa-

mous Rolls-Royce scene? Norma has finally gotten the call 

she’s been longing for from an accomplished director. She pre-

pares 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 de-

mand than she is. 

When, in 1994, my agent called to tell me I’d been in-

vited by the producers to audition for Sir Andrew Lloyd Web-

ber’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. 
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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. Audition-

ing always is. You have to find the character in your head, and 

worry if what you find will complement what the director, pro-

ducer, 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 fi rm 

sense of what Middle America wanted for its fi rst 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 luxuri-

ous venues in New York, Las Vegas, and Miami, and had ap-

peared 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 spe-

cials, 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. 



14 Diahann Carroll 

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 

house wife 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 fi rst date. 
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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 obses-

sive. 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-fi ve min-

utes so that we could find our way through the song I had cho-

sen to sing, which was the beautiful main ballad from the show, 

“As If We Never Said Goodbye.” Usually I bring my own pia-

nist, with whom I’ve prepared extensively. This was a different 

situation, one that made me a little uncomfortable. But I started 
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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 im-

pose. 

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?” 
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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 vo-

cal 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 sus-

pected that Sir Andrew was unhappy with me for being a 

singer who played Vegas more often than Broadway. And al-

though 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 per-

haps 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 ob-

vious 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 rac-

ism 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 
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Belafonte’s arm because bodily contact was deemed unaccept-

able 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 hold-

ing 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 sev-

eral 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 expe-

rienced years before, in 1957, when I was singing in Lake Ta-

hoe at a hotel. It was early in my career and I was not traveling 
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with my own musicians. On our first night, the orchestra con-

ductor 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 or-

chestra 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 de-

mure gown and pearls, and he was in a white dinner jacket, 

shoulder to shoulder with me, waving his arms around, con-

ducting. It was a complete distraction and completely unac-

ceptable. 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. 
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“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, Ital-

ians, 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 nig-

ger sing,” I said. 

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

ing.” 
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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 jok-

ing 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 re-

hearsal 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 ac-

cusing 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. No-

body 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 men-

tioned 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 
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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 pre-

senting 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. 
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“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 drop-

ping 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 tele vi sion 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 gen-

eration 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 un-

derstand that in 1976, a bright yellow Bentley (or was it a 
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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 in-

dustry. 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 foot-

ing 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 so-

phisticated, cultural, and old school. And like so many trans-

plants, I was very defensive about giving up Manhattan for 

Los Angeles. So as I drove past that huge flashy yellow con-

vertible, 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 per-

formers 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 
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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 fi lm 

role I played during those years was representative of where 

the cultural interest  was—as a welfare mother in the inde-

pen dent fi lm 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 man-

sion 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 experi-

ence 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. Usu-

ally 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 
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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 swim-

suit department at Saks that I did not have a fi nancial 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. Cer-

tainly, 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, par-

ticularly 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 fi nancial prob-

lems.” I finally got it repaired, and I kept trading up for new 

ones, just as my father had done with his Chryslers all my child-
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hood. 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 cre-

ator 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 ex-

hausted that without even thinking, I sat down on the edge of 

the stage, kicked off my shoes, and sang to Harold Arlen, Tru-

man 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. 
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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 pro-

ducer, 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 fi nal decision 

about me was the producer’s, not the creator’s. And I was of-

fered 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 the-

ater, 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 humidifi ers all 

around me. But I desperately needed to prove I could play the 

role. I was the oldest woman to play Norma Desmond, and cer-

tainly the darkest. My leading man, Rex Smith, was very charm-

ing 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 
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can be painful and it isn’t always pretty. Yet it can be so re-

warding. 

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 un-

derstand 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 An-

drew came from England to see our performance. The com-

pany 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 every-

where. 

We had all worked so hard on this show and we were re-

ally 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, 
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and it would have just been so wonderful to be able to greet 

him. I was also looking forward to burying any ill will be-

tween 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 dic-

tion 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 preju-

dice 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 

offi ce, he referred to Larry Hart, one of his former collabora-

tors, 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 
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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 of-

fering 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 diffi cult 

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 be-

sides, 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 Ca-

pote 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 
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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 fi lm 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 oppor-

tunities 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 
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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 fi rst les-

son 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 mortify-

ing. But I didn’t argue. I knew what was going on. She was 
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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 fi nest, 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 pro-

ducer, 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 ideal-

istic 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 fi red. 

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 situa-

tion. 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 
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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 fi rst 

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 
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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 recogni-

tion 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 
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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. 





Diahann Carroll and mother, Mabel Johnson, at the Alzheimer’s Disease Research 
and Patient Care Fundraising Gala, Beverly Hills, March 2, 1985. (Photograph by 
Ron Galella/WireImage) 

TWO 

Queen Mother 

so how does a gir l from har lem grow up to be 

a doyenne of stage, screen, and TV, with a penchant for couture, 

coiffure,  Rolls-Royces, and the great composers of her time? 

In the tradition of so many memoirs, you can blame it all on 

my mother. She is the woman who made it her business to nur-

ture me so completely as a child that I felt beautiful and special 

from the start. She lived a long life. When she died in 1999, I 

was already in my sixties, a se nior citizen myself. The day of her 

passing, I didn’t pause for even a moment to reflect on how im-

portant she’d been to me. I didn’t cry, either. I simply fl ew into 

combat mode, the way I do when I’m pulling one of my shows 

together for the road, and I started making the funeral ar-

rangements. I told the young woman at the funeral parlor that 

I would bring in all my mother’s personal makeup, everything 

she had, “And I want you to make her look like a movie star.” 

She never liked having gray hair, but she had no choice but 

to let it go gray in her last year. So I had it dyed black for the 
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funeral—just the way she liked it. The makeup job was subtle. 

The color of her outfit was not. I put her in a military red 

Diahann Carroll suit, a color she always loved in her favorite 

designer label. 

I guess I  wasn’t, at that moment, able to accept the loss of 

someone who had always been such a presence in my life. And I 

wasn’t ready to accept the fact that we had all kinds of issues 

that remained unresolved right to the end. Or perhaps I should 

say I had all these issues with her that I’d never resolved for my-

self. It’s strange. I am a woman known in my profession for 

having a level head. To survive in show business, especially 

when race is part of the scenario, it helps to keep calm. But just 

thinking about my mother, all these years after she’s gone, still 

makes me feel flustered, like a child who cannot figure out how 

to get her point across to the most important person in her life. 

“Mom!” I hear myself saying over and over. “You don’t 

understand!” 

Are there any more familiar words between mothers and 

daughters? 

Why did I need to harangue her so much, to lecture her 

about things her  old-fashioned soul didn’t want to accept? Did I 

have to hold her responsible for so many of my failings as a  

woman and a wife? Was it necessary to shake her up with every 

little thing I’d learned about myself in psychotherapy? And 

could I not have allowed her a few more indulgences in the 

accessories department? Maybe I didn’t need to tease her 

quite so much about her big earrings. She was a simple, polite, 

churchgoing lady who liked to do things properly. Okay, well, 

maybe not that properly, when the truth came out. But I didn’t 
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discover all that about her until much later in our lives. My 

mother! 

She did look fabulous in her casket. I  wouldn’t have had it 

any other way. 

Some people might say I’m too  image- conscious. They 

don’t think that walking around in beaded dresses and heels 

adds up to a meaningful life. I don’t do that every day. But I 

do it more than your average senior citizen. What can I say? It 

pleases me to know I’ve been on the International Best Dressed 

list twice in my life. I want to make the best entrance I possi-

bly can. Just as I select songs for my cabaret performances 

carefully, I select wardrobe with great attention to detail. Ma-

terialistic? Of course it is. I’m nothing if not materialistic, 

and have been since I was young. My idea of a good time is 

shopping, and nobody is going to make me feel guilty about 

it. And I don’t care what today’s actresses tell you about hav-

ing their best times in jeans and T-shirts, they are as image-

conscious as those of us who grew up with a more studied 

idea of style. 

Blame it on the movies, if you like. I grew up watching 

MGM musicals, Joan Crawford, Bette Davis, and Lena Horne, 

all women who  were concerned with looking smashing, not 

natural. Then there was the woman who schooled me early on 

in the ways of style—my mother. She was a  high-school-educated 

woman with a highly developed sense of dignity, and she was 

on a mission to make me aware of how good I looked. 

My confidence, my drive, and care about my personal style 

all come from her. 

We didn’t have much money, but, oh, did we have style! 
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My parents  were practically children themselves when they 

met in 1931 at a carnival on Long Island. My father had just 

come up to New York from Aiken, South Carolina. My mother 

was just up from Bladenboro, North Carolina, and had been 

looking for work, with the encouragement of her own hard-

working mother, while on her summer vacation. She was twenty-

one, he was twenty, and working as a lithographic printer as 

well as a caddie on Long Island golf courses. He did not have 

anything beyond an elementary school education, and she only 

got as far as high school. But they had charming smiles, social 

grace, a relentless urge to escape the South and improve their 

lives, and, well, to be frank, a healthy attraction to the opposite 

sex. They liked each other right away. “That’s the man I’m go-

ing to marry,” my mother told a cousin when she fi rst saw my 

father. 

Mabel Faulk, my mother, was striking. She had great 

cheekbones, her mother’s almond-toned skin, and smoky, in-

triguing eyes. Her features were well proportioned and she had 

a shape that was coveted at the  time—ample breasts, small 

waist, and full hips. She was never thin, but always voluptuous, 

with the most lovely legs. She wore shorts until she was 

eighty-two years old, bless her, and her hair was always thick 

and dark. She knew she was attractive and she worked it. Her 

glance was more solicitous than seductive. At any rate, men al-

ways looked. 

My father, John Johnson, was always a looker. He was a 

man’s  man—tall and solid, and powerful in stature, with 

warm amber skin, a strong nose and mouth, and piercing, 

animated eyes. He was never much of a talker. A black boy 
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raised in the South by a  quick-tempered father learns how to 

keep his mouth shut. A black boy who was once almost set on 

fire by racists in his hometown, learning that he cannot fi nd 

relief in justice by telling anyone the truth about something so 

awful, keeps his anger locked inside, and adapts to a world in 

which to get along, you make yourself as agreeable as possible. 

At any rate, he was always a charmer, and the ladies always 

responded. 

Well, how do you resist a man in houndstooth pants, a 

crisp white shirt, and  spit- shined wingtip shoes? Even at ninety-

six, he was a dignifi ed fl irt. 

He wasn’t looking to settle down when he met my mother 

but “she was nice, real nice,” he liked to say about her with the 

same sly smile that often appeared when he remembered her. 

He was just getting used to being on his own, breathing easy, for 

once in his life, out from under the punitive hand of his father. 

He and my mother married in 1933, in a small ceremony at 

Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church. The highly infl uential 

Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Sr., whose son became the pow-

erful congressman years later, officiated. The newlywed Mr. 

and Mrs. Johnson  were drawn to Harlem, in the heyday of its 

renaissance. It lured so many young blacks eager to join its rich 

and vibrant culture. “Back then, it was the only place to be,” my 

father told me. 

John found a small apartment for himself and his new 

bride on West 151st Street, not too far from the storied 409 

Edgecombe Avenue, where W. E. B. DuBois and Thurgood 

Marshall were among the famous tenants. Because my father’s 

salary, as a printer and caddie, was not enough for two, my 
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mother had to find work doing  house work. My father  couldn’t 

stand the idea of his wife having to work. It was a symbol of his 

inability to support his family. To him, a man  wasn’t a man un-

less he could do that. By his careful calculations, he needed to 

look for another job. 

A year and a half into the marriage, in 1935, I came along. 

Ta-da. Carol Diann Johnson, a surprise baby. With my arrival, 

John’s search for a better job became urgent. In their brief time 

together, John had seen Mabel’s independence and fi ery spirit. 

When her labor started after an argument, Mabel, in a fi t of 

anger and spite, drove herself to a Bronx hospital to have me. 

Eventually, John got the call at work, and he had to race up-

town to find his wife and greet me properly. My parents really 

were children in so many ways. Not that I’m one to talk, given 

my naive ways around men my whole life. But my parents’ im-

maturity eventually did make marriage difficult, especially in 

later years. Yet they were such a wonderful team, too, from 

early on. 

They were strivers,  up-and-comers. My father had set his 

sights on a better job than working at a printing shop, and 

wanted to work for the city’s subway system, one of the few 

places a black man could find decent pay, security, and benefi ts. 

My mother helped him study for the transit test he had to take. 

I remember when I was about five, watching them at our kitchen 

table, the boisterous life of the Harlem streets right outside our 

window, as they pored over papers with the quiet diligence of 

scholars. Dad passed the test, and landed a job with benefi ts, his 

first, making change in token booths. It was 1940. At the time, a 

ride cost fi ve cents. 
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So now my parents, the Johnsons,  were moving up in the 

world. They had a strong desire to live and socialize among the 

African-American upper crust, who for the most part had par-

layed their lighter skin and straighter hair into better opportu-

nities. But unfortunately, in the rarefied world of exclusive black 

social clubs like The Jack and Jill and The Links, where looks 

could infl uence social standing, John and Mabel Johnson  were 

missing the key attribute that would have unlocked all the doors 

for them. Yes, my mother was  light-skinned, and my father 

could have made it through the “paper-bag test,” meaning you 

could be no darker in skin color than a paper bag, but they did 

not have that all-essential college education to prove their 

worth. Without that, they were left on the outside of the Har-

lem society they craved to join. But their alienation made them 

determined to see that their own children would not face those 

kind of barriers and limitations. 

They did only one thing in my entire childhood that made 

me feel unloved. When I was still a toddler, they left me with 

my mother’s sister in North Carolina. To the sound of tree frogs 

in the hot and humid eve ning, my mother tucked me in and 

kissed me good night, and the next morning she was gone. 

Gone! She and my father had decided that they could not afford 

to be proper parents and work to earn enough to support us 

decently. So one morning, with honeybees and crickets now 

buzzing outside the window of a  house with no plumbing or 

electricity, I awoke to find no mother. My aunt scrubbed me in 

a big tin washtub. I was utterly bewildered. Why would my 

mother leave me without even telling me why? Was I too young 

to understand without flying into a tantrum that would tear at 
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her heart so it would have made it impossible for her to leave 

me? She and my father knew what they had to do to get ahead. 

But that one year, without the security of my own parents, has 

stayed with me all these years. I hated living in my aunt’s house. 

I missed the doting of my parents, and I was terrified of the out-

house, where I had seen snakes, spiders, and lizards. And I was 

so bewildered. Nobody would answer my questions, “Where is 

my mother? Why did she leave me here?” 

How could I possibly understand that the decision to leave 

me with this aunt was inspired by a need to secure a better fu-

ture for me? My father had crunched the numbers. Though he 

had little book learning, he always had a very astute business 

mind. He knew if he and my mother could be free for one year 

of the demands of parenthood, they could get ahead fi nancially. 

So they chose a hard path for a year to build us a better life. In 

their year of working without me around, they were able to 

move to a larger apartment, in which they occupied two rooms 

and rented out the others. 

I returned to it one day with them from the South, and 

said very little. A few years later, their work ethic would become 

my own work ethic, but at the time, their decision only caused 

me misery. We never talked about that lost  year—my parents 

simply didn’t discuss difficult and disturbing incidents. But I 

was scarred by it, and I was left with such a deep feeling of 

abandonment that I took it with me for years, all the way into 

middle age and beyond. And I still believe that that year—and 

the fear I subsequently had of being left behind—caused me to 

stick with men who  were absolutely wrong for me later in my 

life. I also carried with me a feeling that I had done something 
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wrong to deserve such treatment from people I loved so very 

much. 

But that day when my parents finally brought me back to 

New York, I will say this: a far more comfortable life was begin-

ning for all of us in every way. 

My parents  were all about moving up. But stylish as Har-

lem was in those years, it was still a ghetto. So early on, my fa-

ther talked of moving to the  suburbs—and Mother urged him 

along with the idea. He once interrupted a game of stickball 

outside our home to have the children who  were playing take 

their coats off his  car—he prided himself on having a clean 

car—and when he returned he found his windshield broken. It 

only reinforced his dream of having a nice lawn on which his 

little girl could play without worry, and a garage to keep his 

Chrysler safe from stickball players. It took a long time to move. 

But he was doing well. By the time I was in kindergarten, he had 

saved enough to purchase a brownstone as a rental property. So 

he became a landlord. 

If you tried to tell me we lived in a rough part of town or 

that we were low on the social totem pole, I would not have be-

lieved you. To me, my parents  were a king and queen, and I was 

their princess, a Harlem princess. Though my father rarely said 

very much, they adored me and surrounded me with every-

thing, from toys and clothes to hugs at night, that made me feel 

loved and secure, and on a pedestal all my own. 

I took my role in my elementary school production of 

Pinocchio very seriously, and so did my mother. “All right, let’s 

study your lines now,” she’d tell me. We’d rehearse together. 

“Did you like that, Mommy?” I’d say, working until my bedtime. 
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I was relentless in my determination to have every little line and 

every little action perfected, and she was with me every step of 

the way, as much a coach as an accomplice. “Should I say it like 

this or that? Faster or slower? High or low?” For weeks, I  couldn’t 

talk about anything but that elementary school play. My mother 

never tired of it. 

And she took my costume as seriously as any mother pos-

sibly could. I was only seven years old, and it was only made of 

crepe paper, but you’d have thought it was wardrobe for a queen 

the way she fussed over it. “How should I wear this, Mommy? 

What about the hat?” I played Jiminy Cricket, the little voice of 

conscience. It was a good role for me, since my parents had been 

vigilant in teaching me about propriety at every level. The girl 

who was Carol Diann was not allowed to chew gum or use 

rough language or hang around on the street after school with 

other girls on our Harlem block. I had to practice piano, not 

one hour, but two, every day. “All respectable young people 

know how to play the piano,” my mother would say as I’d sit 

down and tap the keys on the spinnet in our living room. “Does 

that make you not respectable?” I always wanted to ask her. Just 

outside the window, kids were playing, hanging around. I never 

cared about missing out on that. I had my music, a civilizing 

sound in a scrappy neighborhood. 

I had to devote all my extra time to my studies and to re-

hearsals for the Tiny Tots choir at the Abyssinian Baptist 

Church. Our church was the most important institution in 

Harlem, overseen by Adam Clayton Powell Sr., and a place 

where you dressed to the nines every Sunday. My father was a 

deacon. I was always dressed better than any other child, and I 



49  Queen Mother 

was a natural talent, never shy or apprehensive in front of the 

congregation. I loved being the soloist, and to this day I remem-

ber stepping out of the line of other little singers in our  black-

and-white robes, and looking way down beyond the pulpit to 

my audience, opening my mouth, and with only a little fear, 

opening it to sing “Balm in Gilead” and “No Hiding Place Down 

There.” The chorus behind me backed me up in a way that felt 

so empowering. The congregation was smiling in the brightly 

lit tabernacle, with friendly black faces all around and above me 

in the balconies, as they fanned themselves in the heat. After-

ward, when I took off my robe to go home, or perhaps to a care-

fully prepared picnic at Edgecombe Park, I looked regal. My 

mother saw to that. It was always her goal to make me look as 

clean and pretty as possible. 

For piano recitals, she would seize the chance to be my 

stylist and fixate on putting me in the loveliest  dress—organza 

or cotton with crinolines underneath. Sometimes I’d go with 

her to buy fabrics at the open market under the bridge of the L 

train on Park Avenue. “Oh no, no, no, no,” she’d say as she 

tested how quickly a fabric would wrinkle in her hands. If it 

stayed wrinkled, no matter how pretty, and how much I 

wanted her to have it made into a dress for me, she’d put it 

down. Then she’d pick up another fabric and tug at it as the 

subway rumbled on the tracks above us. It was hot, and she 

still had to prepare dinner thirty blocks away. But there was 

no deterring her. “No, not this one, either,” she’d say as she’d 

put down the fabric and move on. It always took a long time to 

find just the right thing, but even when I was hungry or tired 

on our shopping expeditions, I was never impatient. I  marveled 
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at my mother’s resolve, the fact that she knew so much about 

fabrics, and knew exactly what she’d have the seamstress do 

with it. 

“Gathered  here, and with a sash to tie in a bow in the 

back,” she’d say. “We need a Peter Pan collar and pleats down 

the front, but not too many.” Her voice was lusty, her accent 

more rural Southern than Harlem. At times, she seemed like 

Sophia Loren. 

Sometimes she’d take me to Macy’s, and it felt like I was 

seeing the world with her as my tour guide. When she’d put a 

yellow bow in my hair, she’d fuss with it until it was just so. 

“Here, not there,” she’d say as her strong fi ngers fl uttered over 

my head like bees pollinating a flower. “Just off to the side so it 

doesn’t distract too much from your eyes.” 

She was of the generation that had just come North from 

the South. And they were obsessed with looking clean and at-

tractively dressed because we lived in a country that promoted 

the idea that blacks were neither. If you talk about racism, it 

all began to gel for me when I realized why my mother was so 

obsessed with cleanliness. Well, she always knew what she 

wanted. I guess she was like her mother in that way. My grand-

mother Rebecca was quite sharp, a formidable person. She 

was also incredibly proper, a hardworking country woman 

who ran a cotton and tobacco farm. She saw to it that my 

mother was educated, the first girl in her North Carolina town 

to be sent off to high school the next town over—a very big 

deal in the early twentieth century. I don’t think there  were 

many women who would actually run their own businesses at 
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the time, and certainly not many black women. I still remem-

ber when I’d stay with her as an older child during my sum-

mer vacations, and going to town and observing how she 

conducted herself. The South was not like the North in the 

1940s. When we went shopping, I remember hating the way 

white men did business with my grandmother, when she was 

selling them hogs or chickens. Instead of Rebecca, they called 

her Becky, and spoke to her as if she was a child. But she 

would not respond, she just stood her ground until her busi-

ness was done. I learned something from her quiet dignity in 

the presence of racism. “Thank you, Mr. Smith,” she’d say, 

without any tone of annoyance in her voice. “I’ll see you next 

week.” It was diffi cult to watch, in one way, but impressive in 

another. Studied composure helped her get along in her world. 

It wasn’t easy being a woman running a farm. But my grand-

father, who died when he stepped on an electrical wire, had 

left her his business and she had to run it with an iron hand, 

employing local blacks and treating them no better or worse 

than her white counterparts did. She would have them picked 

up for work each day in a  mule- drawn wagon, rather than a 

truck. That’s how long ago it was. And when her workers lined 

up to get their pay at the end of the day, they had their cotton 

bags full on their shoulders, and she weighed them very care-

fully to determine exactly what they were to be paid. Once she 

decided, there was no arguing with Miz Rebecca, as they called 

her. She was a fair boss, but tough. And she would not allow 

me in the fields to work, absolutely not. 

I spent many happy summers on the porch of her big 
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house, listening to the crickets and honeybees, looking out at all 

the children who  were working, and hearing the screen door 

slam as the family came and went from the kitchen. I had to 

dress every morning and, after breakfast, sit on that porch in an 

ironed cotton dress, ramrod straight, with hands folded po-

litely. It was hot in all those clothes, but my mother and grand-

mother  were far too formal to consider changing the way a 

child should dress merely for comfort. 

There was only one day my grandmother let me pick cot-

ton, and only because I asked. 

I walked out into the field with the others, who  were 

smiling at me, the special child fi nally on the ground among 

them. “Well, look who it is,” one boy said. “Gonna make a 

dollar today, Miss Johnson?” I nodded. I had my burlap bag, 

and for once, I  wasn’t in a stiff starched dress. It felt liberating 

in a way, but also completely alien to be in overalls. I bent 

down to pick my first boll. It made my fingers bleed. I knew 

cotton did that, but didn’t think it would happen to me. You 

couldn’t get blood on the cotton you put in your bag, and I 

didn’t know when I would stop bleeding. So I quit after pick-

ing about fifteen cents’ worth. I just  wasn’t meant for the 

fields, not at all. 

“Oh, it’s fun to be on the porch,” I’d say when asked how I 

was doing. 

Just like in Harlem, I was aware of the fact that I was sepa-

rated from other children. I was Miss Rebecca’s granddaughter, 

privileged and special. Both she and my mother made that clear. 

I once rode on a bus “down South” that was full of children, 

and they all stopped speaking when they saw me. They stared at 
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me because I was the  dressed-up girl from New York. It made 

me feel awkward, but good, too. My mother and grandmother 

wanted me to project a “better than” quality. And I did, but 

with that came a feeling of “separated from” that has stayed 

with me my whole life. 

I always felt I was on display. At night my thick hair, after 

being curled, was wrapped in brown paper so I would have 

Shirley Temple curls in the morning. What was a black girl 

doing with Shirley Temple curls anyway? Well, Shirley Temple 

was the biggest star in the world when I was little, universally 

adored. So why shouldn’t I look like her? It didn’t occur to me 

that we were different because of race. My elementary school 

was integrated, with Jewish, Italian, Hispanic, and black chil-

dren. It wasn’t until junior high school that the kids took of-

fense at my formal way of dressing. To some extent, I was a 

snob. That’s what my parents wanted me to be. “Carol Diann,” 

my mother would croon as she fawned over me, “let’s try to 

do better than that!” Across the street from our brownstone, 

people spilled out of an apartment building at all hours of the 

night. Children hung out on the corners and played loud 

games of tag, which my mother forbade me from joining. 

“Such a waste of time,” she’d say. Homework was to be done 

right away, piano lessons at Mrs. Carmen Shepherd’s Music 

School on Convent Avenue were relentless for eight years. 

Learning music was valued among the strivers of our commu-

nity, and even in the poorer homes, you’d find a piano among 

the furniture. 

Hard as we worked, my mother (who helped my father 

manage his rental property when he was working as a subway 
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conductor) found time for the kind of fun she thought would 

enrich me. Sometimes, on weekends, we’d take a break to see a 

puppet show or circus, or even take in a Broadway play from 

balcony seats. A high point was seeing Ethel Merman in Annie 

Get Your Gun. Her voice and confidence onstage  were just 

awe-inspiring. I reveled in the spectacle. The heavy burgundy 

curtains hung in an ornate and gilded theater full of well-dressed 

white people. The lights went down and a spotlight would hit 

the orchestra leader in the pit. My heart swelled with the mu-

sic. And when the curtains  rose on sets so elaborate they took 

my breath away, it was hard to believe that the performers  were 

real. But they were. Even if they weren’t in shows with elabo-

rate costumes, I marveled at how an actress could just take the 

stage, open her mouth, and, without so much as a microphone, 

fill a theater with a song. I was lucky that my mother liked at-

tending the theater so much. She made me feel at home there. 

Maybe too much at home. One time, she took me to see The 

Voice of the Turtle, which she assumed from the title would be 

a light, funny children’s show. In actuality, John Van Druten’s 

play was very adult, and included scenes of a black serviceman 

on leave employing prostitutes. Instead of pulling me out, 

Mother watched with me and, when it was over, told me, “Let’s 

not mention this to your father.” I have to laugh at this mem-

ory today because the prudish views she maintained her  whole 

life—sex was not to be discussed  ever—were always an issue 

for me. 

My father, meanwhile, was a man of such propriety that he 

even objected to the delicate amount of makeup that my mother 

wore to church. 
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“It  doesn’t look respectable, Mabel,” he’d say. 

“Oh, John, what do you know?” My mother would laugh. 

My own propriety made me a target in my young teenage 

years. “What is wrong with you, Johnson?” the kids in school 

asked. It wasn’t just my curls: it was the  whole package. I 

didn’t smoke, wore oxfords and bobby socks (instead of heels 

with long socks stretched up to the knee and secured with 

rubber bands) and I never hung out on the street. I carried 

myself in the ladylike way my mother taught me, and I only 

associated with children she and my father deemed socially 

acceptable, such as Sylvia O’Gilvie, who lived nearby and came 

from a home (a brownstone) with two respectable parents and 

a car. Of course a mother like Sylvia’s had her own heightened 

sense of social hierarchy that was even more fi nely developed 

than my mother’s. One day when I came to visit, Sylvia’s 

mother told me Sylvia was out playing with her “real friends.” 

Somehow it became clear that that meant children whose par-

ents were from the West Indies, not the South, and who had 

lighter skin and straighter hair than mine. My mother en-

couraged me not to be hurt, but rather to pay no attention to 

such unkindness. 

When Mom saw that a scholarship program was being of-

fered through the Metropolitan Opera, she saw to it that I ap-

plied for it and enrolled at the age of ten. Each week she took 

me to lessons, where I learned to use my diaphragm to support 

my vocal cords. I learned about breathing, pulling down the 

tailbone, and all kinds of things about how the body works 

when it performs. It was overwhelming and  all-consuming 

work, and I threw myself into it, delighted to know adults 
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cared enough about me to want me to perform at my best 

level. 

Meanwhile, I prevailed as a little princess in public school. 

And it was enough to drive my classmates to some vicious acts 

of cruelty. One time, a gang of girls followed me all the way 

home, trying to beat me up and rip out my curls. My mother 

was shocked to find me arriving at our front steps out of breath 

and disheveled. “You girls go home now,” she called through 

our barred ground- floor window. “Leave us alone.” They thrust 

their hands through our window and tried to grab her and 

they didn’t leave until my mother called the police. It had 

never occurred to her that thirteen-year-old girls could threaten 

us on our own property. The next day at school, the bullying 

started again as we were filing up the stairs. I made it to the 

landing before a wave of bodies knocked me down. When the 

girls pulled my curls, my head hit the floor. I fought back, kick-

ing, punching, and scratching with all my strength, and when 

they stopped, I was bruised and large clumps of hair had been 

torn out of my head. Not long after that, a guidance counselor 

named Mrs. Humphreys, whom I will always revere for her 

wisdom, recommended I apply to the High School of Music 

and Art. It was located nearby. But it was an entirely new 

world. 

I refused to go. Although I didn’t have a lot of friends at 

school, I didn’t want to leave behind the few I had. But my 

mother, like that wonderful guidance counselor, saw the op-

portunity. While my father had to be reassured that this would 

pave my way to acceptance at the revered Howard University, a 

place I’d heard about for years as the most prestigious black 
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university in the nation, my mother knew that a high school for 

the arts would improve me in all kinds of ways, just as she knew 

the right clothes would broadcast to the world the kind of per-

son I was. I  can’t say her instincts did anything but serve me 

well and push me up the social ladder she and my father found 

so daunting. 

I auditioned for Music and Art by playing piano and 

singing two songs. All my training as a Tiny Tot at church and 

with the Metropolitan Opera’s scholarship program for chil-

dren paid off. I got in and found, to my absolute joy, teachers 

talking to students as if they were adults and students engaged 

in work at intellectual levels I had never seen before in my life. 

The school was a hotbed of creativity, one of the two schools 

that inspired the movie Fame years later. But you needed to 

apply yourself as a thinker, not just a performer. To that end, 

the school seemed to know no limits. Eleanor Roosevelt even 

came to our auditorium for a  three-hour forum. Eugene Or-

mandy, the conductor of the Philadelphia Symphony Orches-

tra, came to perform. We watched him, a little man, tap with 

his baton and speak so quietly to our student musicians that it 

was a real lesson in the power of keeping your voice down. I 

was thrown into thinking about music theory and all kinds of 

things I’d never thought about before. What was American 

music and where did it come from and why? Where  were Ger-

shwin’s origins? What about Duke Ellington? They took your 

brain at that school and really stretched it. Even your activities 

on weekends had to be accounted for. “Miss Johnson,” one 

teacher said, “what news papers do your parents read at home?” 

When I told him which tabloids we had around the  house, he 
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insisted I buy the Sunday New York Times instead, and that I 

report to him on articles I’d read. This was really the begin-

ning of a new life of the mind for me. I had to read the Atlantic 

Monthly, too. At first it was difficult, with so much to under-

stand. But eventually I started to see how reading the Times 

and serious journalists could give me a broad picture of a fas-

cinating world, all told in an erudite manner. Reading, I sud-

denly realized, could be so much more enlightening than I’d 

ever known. 

It didn’t take long for me to feel I was outgrowing my par-

ents, even my mother, who had gone to such trouble to instill 

her taste and her values in my young soul. 

This uncomfortable feeling of becoming more worldly 

than your own parents isn’t uncommon among daughters of 

any generation. But it is something that was hard to reconcile 

with my earlier life, and it would temper the deep bond I had 

with my mother in our years ahead. 

But to their great credit, as I thrived in my first years at a 

great high school, John and Mabel Johnson continued to pur-

sue a better life. They had property, tenants, and two sources of 

income. My father learned that it was wise to trade in his car 

every two years for a newer model. And while I was taking my 

work at the High School of Music and Art very seriously, in 

both performing and academics, my parents spent the 

mid-1940s realizing their dream of finally moving to the 

suburbs—to Yonkers, just north of the city. At first, my father 

had been looking for a  house. But when realtors showed only 

inferior places down by the railroad tracks, he decided to build 

his own. He got a tip from a friend about a lot on Dunston 
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Avenue in a nonintegrated area. “Just look,” the friend warned. 

“Don’t stop, don’t talk to anybody.” Heaven forbid the white 

neighbors would think that a black man might want to move 

in his family. In some ways, it was the same scenario Lorraine 

Hansberry wrote about fifteen years later in A Raisin in the 

Sun. But Dad bought the lot, found a contractor, and started 

building. Shortly after, someone, perhaps the KKK, stepped in 

and building supplies stopped arriving at the site. Then the 

contractor disappeared. Now, these days we have contractors 

disappear on us for all kinds of reasons. This was very differ-

ent, and it took fortitude to overcome. But eventually, the  house 

was finished and my father moved us in—me, my mother, and 

my  brand-new baby sister, Lydia. He kept shotguns in the  

closet, “just in case,” he’d say. 

I didn’t pay any attention. If I had not been so preoccupied 

with my music and learning lines for my high school’s sophisti-

cated productions, going to see MGM musicals whenever I 

could, and then reading about singers and actors in magazines, 

perhaps I would have heard my parents discussing how some-

one drove by early one morning and fired shots through our 

front window. I would have heard about how the local police 

came to investigate the incident,  but—no surprise—found no 

leads and never followed up. I would have heard about how 

someone from the neighborhood piled kindling alongside our 

home and set it on fire. Fortunately, the facade of our  house was 

brick, hard as our determination. 

And just as luckily, most of the movies those days were of 

an escapist nature that kept my anxiety level low. I considered 

myself, from a young age, a movie connoisseur. Though I was 
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upset that, except for the occasional character actor, these fi lms 

were devoid of anyone but white actors, I saw almost every-

thing. I took it all in. I saw Vivien Leigh in Gone With the Wind, 

and like many black girls of my era, I wanted to be Scarlett 

O’Hara. And although that was impossible, I knew when I saw 

her performance, which displayed the same composure and 

manners my mother had been trying to teach me my whole life, 

that I could also be an actress. 

The one black female performer in those days who truly 

inspired me was Lena Horne. I was thirteen when I first saw her 

in Words and Music, the 1948 MGM musical based on the part-

nership of Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart. Lena had a “guest 

appearance.” This was Hollywood’s way of featuring black per-

formers in white movies but not weaving them into plotlines so 

that their scenes could be cut from versions distributed in the 

South. It made me happy to know she was out there, and there 

was nobody  else like her  on-screen or onstage at the time. She 

just overwhelmed everyone with her beauty in a way that made 

race less relevant. Beauty and talent, it seemed, allowed race 

barriers to be relaxed. 

I have to laugh at how my mother went out of her way to 

keep me from seeing Lena on film. I’m not sure if she didn’t 

want me to compare myself to her or think that I didn’t have a 

chance, because there was only room for one genteel black ac-

tress. Later, as my singing began to draw reviews and critics 

began to call me the second Lena Horne, I told them that I pre-

ferred to be known as the first Diahann Carroll. That came 

from my mother, who had nurtured me to believe that all things 

were indeed possible. 
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But that’s getting ahead of the story. When I was a young 

teen, the only person comparing me to anyone on the big screen 

(other than my mother of course!) was me. I took in all kinds of 

movies and held them close to my heart—dramas, comedies, 

and, of course, musicals. And I carefully studied the perfor-

mances in them, taking in every detail, from costumes to ges-

ture, diction, and the impeccable timing of dialogue. My father 

found this level of interest a bit intense. “You need to focus on 

your textbooks,” he said. “You’re going to college, not Holly-

wood.” But Mother was more complicit with my ambitions. She 

would always take the time, when she had it, to discuss the 

films we’d seen together. 

We were as close as any mother and daughter could be, 

but I  wasn’t long for the racist troubles of Yonkers or a long 

commute to school in Harlem. To be able to maintain ma-

triculation at the High School of Music and Art, I established 

residence with a single aunt in Manhattan. And every day in 

that school—full of the kind of intellectual curiosity and am-

bition I had never seen in classrooms  before—I thrived. It 

made me question my mother’s insulation, and wonder if I  

couldn’t open her up to the world I was now reading about in 

Sunday’s New York Times. But she was too busy to pay much 

attention to the needs of an adolescent with worldly preten-

sions. “Reading the New York Times is your assignment, not 

mine,” she’d tell me. She had to decorate her new  house in 

Westchester and care for a second child. She filled her days 

with shopping for furniture and making her new home as im-

peccable as possible. 

I filled my days with studying, music, and performing. 
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One day, a friend in the city took a picture of me posing 

in my sister’s baby carriage and sent it to a fashion editor at 

Ebony magazine, one of the few national publications devoted 

to showing blacks at their best. I didn’t look anything like the 

sophisticated models in the magazine, but to my surprise, six 

months later, Ebony responded with a letter. Much as I spent 

my life shopping with my mother, who adored clothes, nei-

ther of us actually knew the first thing about fashion. That 

much was clear when I dressed myself for a midtown Man-

hattan morning interview at Johnson Publications (Ebony, 

Jet, and Sepia were their magazines) in a gray taffeta cocktail 

dress that would only have been appropriate for eve ning. To 

make matters worse, I wore a lavender straw hat with a veil 

and matching lavender gloves. And instead of something as 

simple as stockings, I oiled my legs so they wouldn’t look too 

ashy. 

The fashion editor of Ebony opened the door to fi nd, not 

the pretty young lady from the photographs, but a living ex-

ample of how not to dress for a meeting. She must have been 

able to see past the lurid outfit to the high cheekbones, tall, slim 

figure, and sincere innocence of the little lady I actually was 

trained to be. So she hired me, and sent me off to a hairdresser 

who warned me to pay attention to all the makeup artists I’d 

meet before going in front of photographers. Right away I 

learned to carry a leather hatbox, containing black pumps, black 

and white gloves in various lengths, and my own makeup. I 

learned the difference between daywear and nightwear. I was 

getting a  whole new education, one that my mother, I was in-

trigued to find, could not provide for me. 
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To further me along, someone at Johnson Publications 

recommended I enroll at Ophelia DeVore’s Charm School in 

Harlem. One day I walked up a staircase just inside a door on a 

bustling 125th Street to find a tall, imposing woman with a 

stern but kindly look in her eye. I loved Ophelia DeVore and her 

stylish staff of strong-minded women at first sight. Mrs. DeVore 

was very charming, well dressed, and committed to teaching us 

how to carry ourselves properly as young ladies who hoped to 

have careers in modeling and onstage. She instructed with a 

kind of caring gentility. She knew we  were from underprivi-

leged backgrounds and we didn’t have the money or sophistica-

tion to have been raised to understand the finer things in life, 

including social graces and posture. “You must tuck under, and 

keep the shoulders straight,” she’d tell me if my behind was not 

aligned with my head. Unlike today, when sex seems to inform 

every step, girls  were chastised in class for the slightest fl irta-

tious movement. “You’re walking too seductively, and that’s not 

the way to get work as a model,” we were told. To pay for class, I 

became a  part-time receptionist. I’d sit outside Mrs. DeVore’s 

large studio, lined with mirrors, and inhale the mannerly ambi-

ence she had created. 

My first job for Johnson Publications was to pose with a 

few other teenagers in petticoats. Imagine how my father re-

sponded to that! There I was in a magazine read by his commu-

nity, posing only in a bra and petticoat, and he was so upset I 

had to agree never to pose in those kinds of shots again. I was 

far too young at the time to tell him he was in danger of being a 

hypocrite. Much as he liked to promote only the most upright 

behavior, he was taking the flirting in our church just a little 
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too far. Well, that church, after all, was full of women terribly 

excited to be under the same roof as the stunningly handsome 

Adam Clayton Powell Sr. And any handsome male whom women 

there would see (and especially one in black tie and white gloves 

serving as a deacon, like my father) turned their  well-pressed 

and -curled heads. It’s only recently that I have come to realize 

that a church where everyone is looking his or her best can also 

become something of a henhouse, and maybe even a brothel. At 

any rate, my father had been unfaithful for years. I still remem-

ber the time he took me with him to visit the home of one of his 

female “friends.” She lived on St. Nicholas Avenue, not far from 

us, in a  well-appointed apartment. Even at the age of seven, I 

knew something was not proper when she greeted us at her 

door in a flowing peignoir. Prim and proper in my patent-leather 

shoes and  sky-blue smock dress as innocent as anything Shirley 

Temple was wearing, I sat down in her small front parlor. It was 

stuffy. A clock on the mantel was ticking, making me feel like a 

bomb about to explode. They chatted for a while, and the woman 

said some pleasant things to me about my church singing. But I 

knew being with her was terribly wrong even then. By osmosis, 

I had learned from my parents what was and  wasn’t proper. I 

was ashamed for all of us. 

And so, in my mind, the strict churchgoing father with 

family values had no real grounds for objecting to my posing 

in petticoats in a magazine. But I agreed that I had done some-

thing wrong in order to placate him. Soon enough, people 

from the neighborhood and at church found me posing in that 

spread, and congratulated him. I think he was surprised at 

how impressed they all  were. But then, I was soon getting paid 
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ten dollars an hour, an impressive sum in those days that went 

right into my college account. It was hard for my father to put 

up much of an argument. I was succeeding, even before col-

lege, in a way that my driven, disciplined parents had never 

expected. 

The more I modeled for Johnson Publications, the more I 

supplemented what I was learning at the High School of Music 

and Art. Innocent as I was, I was getting a chance to see the 

unimaginably cosmopolitan worlds of successful black editors 

and publishers, who had secretaries and expense accounts. It 

was the 1950s in New York City, and seeing a woman like 

Freda DeKnight, the fashion editor of Ebony, riding in a lim-

ousine to a photo shoot on Sutton Place left a deep impression, 

to say the least. I knew I had my mother to thank for prepar-

ing me for all this, and pushing me off the cliff, as it were, to 

take on the life of a model and a performer, but I never 

thanked her. 

My success was thanks enough for her in those days. 

I had a friend in high school named Elissa Oppenheim. 

She was a piano player and I was a singer. We’d practice to-

gether at each other’s home and worked on an act that we were 

sure would break us into show business. She was the one who 

wrote to Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts for an audition. It was 

a very popular television show in the early 1950s. When we 

got our audition, the name of our act, Oppenheim and John-

son, was deemed too imposing, according to a  sharp-tongued 

producer who met with us. At the time I didn’t see the point. 

But it is a bit of a mouthful, I suppose, for a couple of teenage 

girls with a high sincerity level. So Elissa changed her name to 
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Lisa Collins, and for me she suggested Diahann Carroll. It 

turned out my first name was spelled that way on my birth 

certificate anyway, as I soon found out when applying for a job 

at Macy’s. 

The audition was  nerve-racking, as freckle-faced Elissa 

banged her heart out on a grand piano on an overlit stage. I for-

got about the  serious-looking people scrutinizing us, plunged 

into my song, “Tenderly,” and gave it all I had. Afterward, we 

waited in the lobby for a verdict. A producer came out to tell us 

the singer was wanted, but not the pianist. 

I told Elissa that I didn’t want to do it without her. She told 

me I had to. 

I won first prize on the television show, and went in to see 

Mr. Godfrey to discuss appearing on his daily radio show. 

This time, it was with my mother. She was looking unusually 

beautiful that day, in a formfitting suit and high heels that 

made her voluptuous body all the more seductive, and Mr. 

Godfrey, a man fully in touch with his power over us, fl irted 

with her right under my eyes. Then he told us a racist joke 

about a slave who fell off a wagon or some silly thing. And 

Mom laughed. What was going on here? I felt my palms go 

sweaty with discomfort. How dare this man insult my mother? 

How dare he insult me like that? It was very confusing to see 

this woman, my mother, who had such a keenly developed 

sense of propriety, allow herself to be so complicit with such 

vulgarity. The sense of correctness (ingrained in me since I 

was a toddler) went into high alert, and suddenly the power 

this bullying celebrity had to change my life didn’t mean any-

thing to me. I told him, “I don’t think my mother appreciates 
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jokes like that.” He fell silent and got a look of consternation 

on his otherwise pleasant bland face that I’ll never forget. And 

my mother? She looked absolutely shocked at my response. All 

her life, both she and my father, dignified and upright as they 

were, had had to stoop and bow their heads when faced with 

racism. They didn’t want to make any waves. They wanted to 

move up in the world, and getting upset about how hateful 

racism could be was never their approach. After a moment, 

Mr. Godfrey leaned in to his buzzer and told his secretary, 

“Miss Smarty Pants  here is going to be on our radio show next 

week.” By holding my own, I had prevailed. I wish I could have 

impressed that point on my mother. But when it came time to 

appear on my first radio broadcast, he continued fl irting with 

her and she allowed it, even as she became more and more em-

barrassed. Her discomfort could not stop Arthur Godfrey, a 

driven entertainer. And you know what? It didn’t stop me, ei-

ther. I returned to the show to sing for the next three weeks, an 

unqualifi ed success. 

Of course my mother found this as exciting as I did. I was, 

after all, her child, and it was terribly validating for her to see 

me prevail at such an early age. She’d get up at the crack of 

dawn with me, dress herself carefully, weigh in on my outfi t, 

then drive me to the studio, where I had to put on my own 

makeup to perform in front of a live radio audience. It was so 

exciting to be waiting in the dressing room with well-known 

singers, such as the McGuire Sisters. And the acclaim we’d get 

all week from neighbors who heard me on the radio pleased her, 

of course, but it was the backstage glamour, the entry into an 

exclusive world my mother had never imagined within her 
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reach, that made her happiest. And she developed a taste for it 

right away; this intoxicating inside world of show business got 

into her blood early on. Well, why not? She lacked what it took 

to crack the code of black society in our community. But sud-

denly she was on the inside of an even more impressive world. 

Those early days of accompanying me were our happiest times, 

as triumphant as they were nerve-racking, really. I was still so 

young that I needed her to be there with me, and we both knew 

it. My father did, too. Yes, there was a toddler in the  house, 

but  my mother always made sure someone  else could look  

after her. 

Sometimes she’d see a handsome man on our rounds. 

Proper as she could appear to be, she  wasn’t afraid to let me 

know when a man had sex appeal. 

“Well . . .” She’d sigh. “He could certainly put his shoes 

under my bed.” 

Sometimes I’d argue with her, and sometimes I’d agree. 

“Yes, Mother, he’s very attractive and he can certainly put his 

shoes under my bed, too,” I’d say. It was a funny little 

female-bonding thing, that’s all, and we’d laugh at each other 

in delight. 

I still remember how excited she was to help me get ready 

for a singing contest I had entered in Philadelphia as a teenager. 

“What are you going to wear? Should we have a new dress made 

or should we go shopping?” It was never so much about what I 

was going to sing as what I was going to wear. She loved how 

pretty I could look, and I loved making her happy. She’d drive 

me to all kinds of contests. We were as excited as kids. 

When I graduated the High School of Music and Art, I 
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told my parents I could not uphold their lifelong dream of at-

tending Howard University. It was too far away, and it would 

keep me from my lucrative modeling work with Johnson Publi-

cations. My career as a student of psychology at NYU didn’t last 

long, either. I’d show up in class carrying my leather hatbox so 

I could run off to a photo shoot, and my professors saw this 

preoccupation reflected in my grades. In my freshman year, I 

entered a television contest called Chance of a Lifetime, and was 

called in. I sang “The Man I Love” and “Someone to Watch 

Over Me,” and won for three weeks in a row. My prize? A stag-

gering three thousand dollars and a week’s booking at the fa-

mous nightclub and society venue the Latin Quarter. 

A seventeen-year- old girl singing in a nightclub is not ex-

actly a parental dream scenario. The Latin Quarter served li-

quor. The Latin Quarter had showgirls in scanty costumes. It 

was no place for a performer to bring her mother. And besides, 

there was no room for her in such a hectic backstage, with per-

formers changing costumes night by night. I learned by watch-

ing, as I did at modeling jobs, the  strong-willed women around 

me. The showgirls at the Latin Quarter, for instance, might 

have dressed like loose women, but they were very focused and 

meticulous backstage as they prepared themselves for each cos-

tume change, and I heard them discussing diet and exercise 

with the knowledge of true professionals. It was from them that 

I learned how important it was to take care of my skin, hair, 

teeth, and physique, along with my voice. And it was from the 

transsexual Christine Jorgensen, also performing at the club, 

that I learned to bow. She was a lovely person. I took it all in, 

just as I had taken in my mother’s lessons in childhood. 
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And frightened as I was, my mother’s training served me 

well as I took to the stage in my grand gown of tulle and my 

tiara, and told myself, “Here you go, Diahann Carroll,” and 

stepped out, scared but not paralyzed, to sing my heart out into 

the darkness. 

Around that time, my parents got a call from the Lou 

Walters office. Lou Walters (Barbara Walters’s father) owned 

the Latin Quarter. He also owned a personal management 

company and he wanted to sign me. He believed I had a big 

future in the business. So at the same time as I was leaving 

NYU, a new education began for me. A young manager from 

the Walters office named Chuck Wood took me under his 

wing. He quickly became a mentor, taskmaster, and second 

family to me. 

Although the Walters Office made its bread and butter 

booking singers into nightclubs and Catskills hotels, Chuck loved 

the theater. He thought I belonged on Broadway and he was re-

lentless in getting me to sing each song perfectly. “You’re stiff,” 

he’d say. “Relax! You’re not letting us hear the lyrics! Do it again!” 

He’d cook dinner for me in his apartment in Greenwich Village, 

and introduced me to new foods as we continued lessons by his 

fireplace. He told me to read the work of the playwrights Eugene 

O’Neill and Arthur Miller. He told me to always remember I had 

an innate ladylike quality and that I was all about style and class. 

He didn’t want me in tight gowns, and wanted me to retain my 

soft vulnerability rather than pursue the more obvious raw emo-

tions and sexuality of other singers. He’d advise me to cross my 

legs more quickly when sitting down and suggest I rid myself of 

the rhinestones and sequins my mother preferred. 
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“Remember, you’re a lady!” he’d say. “If it ain’t real, don’t 

wear it,” he chuckled. 

My vocal coach, Margo Rebeil, was equally intent and giv-

ing. After our lessons, she’d teach me about serving tea. She’d 

take me for drives in her Packard convertible, and at a cocktail 

party, she decided it was time for me to try my first glass of 

champagne. 

“You look so pretty tonight,” she told me. 

If only she knew how much she and Chuck Wood both 

sounded like my mother. There  were times when I ached for 

Mabel Johnson to be a part of this new life with me. After all, we 

were buddies, so in love with each other in my childhood that 

every once in a while, and despite her insistence on discipline, 

she’d let me stay home from school. “It’s raining, and you’re get-

ting a cold and shouldn’t go out today,” she might say. 

Hard as he tried, Chuck  couldn’t get me any roles on 

Broadway. So he started booking me into nightclubs. My earli-

est memories of the road were harsh ones. There was only 

enough money for me to travel alone. I’d stay in squalid, tiny 

rooms, and sing to half-filled little clubs and at bars where 

people talked over me. I learned how to deal with every kind of 

audience in places like that. If there were hecklers objecting to 

me because I was black, I’d simply move to the other side of the 

stage and finish my set, as required. What mattered to me was 

that I was learning to be a professional, and that I was earning a 

living. Soon enough, Chuck was getting me bookings at Catskills 

hotels. This was in their heyday, when  middle-class Jewish fam-

ilies from the city and suburbs would come up to the moun-

tains to relax. That meant golfing, tennis, sitting by a pool, and 
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then dressing to the nines for dinner and a show. Who do you 

think was my date? 

Mother loved every minute of it. We’d drive up on a warm 

summer Friday afternoon, car full of luggage and the all-

important hatbox, of course, and we’d be welcomed by the hotel 

staff and taken to our room, which was always spacious and 

comfortable, and we’d unpack our clothes and become two girls 

in a dorm room. We’d have such a good time. We could order 

room service or eat with the other artists. Sometimes we were 

encouraged to eat with the guests. There was never a sense of be-

ing “less than” just because I was a performer, and my mother 

loved seeing that. She also had a habit of stealing ashtrays. “Do 

you think they’ll miss it?” she asked. “Yes, Mother, I do, but take 

it anyway.” When it was time to prepare for the show, I’d go off to 

my dressing room and she’d be escorted downstairs. Even as I 

was taking these jobs very seriously (rehearsing for as long as the 

musicians could stand it before turning to worrying about every-

thing from my outfit to my microphone and lighting) I was glad 

to show Mom such a good time after everything she had put into 

me during my childhood. 

On our Sundays in the tranquil Catskills, with my show 

behind me, we’d have breakfast. We were always dressed nicely. 

But perhaps not quite as nicely as all the church ladies my father 

would be discreetly flirting with in Harlem in our absence. 

Well, he was admired and he wanted to return all the compli-

ments. I was glad to have my mother along with me on those 

Catskills weekends. But by then, I was already a big girl, and it 

occurred to me that this was more about fun for her than any-

thing  else. 
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This was the start of my mother following me around for 

her own pleasure, and enjoying it a little too much. And it was 

the kind of bad judgment on her part, putting show business 

ahead of home life, that I repeated in my own marriage and 

motherhood. 

In time, I began getting more work in Manhattan. When I 

started performing at Café Society Downtown in Greenwich Vil-

lage, I replaced my tulle and my tiara for more formfi tting, seduc-

tive dresses. I could hardly fill them out and they needed padding, 

but when I zipped them up, voilà, I was no longer the skinny in-

nocent ingenue Chuck thought I should be. Inside, even then, 

however, I was still a child. I was still living at home with my par-

ents in Yonkers, after all. And while I was gaining more confi -

dence and an understanding of how a singer works with musicians, 

I still had little flair for giving off a more casual air onstage. 

“Why don’t you consider having a glass of wine to relax 

you a little,” my mother coached me as she drove me to work 

one night. “You’re a little stiff onstage.” 

“Because, Mother,” I said, “I don’t do that.” 

To her great credit, she’d drive me downtown to work, 

park the car in front of the entrance, and sit there, waiting. She 

didn’t want to go inside. In her complicated mind, this woman 

whom I’d seen have a cocktail or two at home, deemed night-

clubs absolutely improper and no place for a lady. So although 

she was locked outside, I could feel her watching me as I tried to 

promote a more sensual self onstage to a room full of people 

enjoying their drinks and wanting more than anything for me 

to seduce them. 

Years later, I realize just how central her presence was for 
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me in my earliest years. She made it so much easier for me to 

feel secure in front of so many strangers. 

Meanwhile, Chuck Wood’s hard work as my personal 

manager was paying off. One day I found myself summoned to 

audition for my first Broadway show. It was for none other than 

Harold Arlen and Truman Capote. The man who wrote “Over 

the Rainbow” was collaborating with the man who wrote Break-

fast at Tiffany’s on a show set in the West Indies called House of 

Flowers. Chuck thought I’d be perfect for the ingenue’s role and 

had set up an audition, even as the Walters Office was talking to 

Hollywood about having me try out for a role in an all-black-cast 

fi lm version of Carmen called Carmen Jones. But Broadway, to 

Chuck, was the  be-all and  end-all. So one day I walked onto the 

stage of the Alvin Theater and performed to a row of faces in 

the shadows. One of them was Peter Brook, the English direc-

tor, who ordered me around in a crisp accent. The other was 

Capote himself, whose  high-pitched Southern drawl was un-

mistakable. Then there was the gentle voice of Mr. Arlen, a hero 

of mine, as he was and still is to so many serious singers. I gave 

it my all for them, and must have done something right because 

I was called back. But this time, at the callback, a shy casting 

director in the audience named Monte Kay seemed sure I 

wouldn’t be right for the ingenue role. 

The meeting ended, and Harold Arlen himself walked me 

to the elevator. 

“I hear you might be going to California,” he said in his 

gentle voice. 

“Yes, I think that’s possible,” I replied. 

“Well, I think it’ll be good for you,” he continued. “Go, 
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have a ball, meet new people, and try to live a little!” He was too 

much of a gentleman to tell me I was too innocent and stiff, 

even to play an ingenue. I only understood that years later. It  

was not unlike what my mother had been trying to tell me  

when she suggested I have a glass of wine to relax before going 

onstage. I was too stiff, too correct, too fixated on the  work—the 

technique of singing and working with musicians—to have fun 

and explore any feelings. 

The same problem followed me to Hollywood. As did my 

mother. 

Carmen Jones was, as I said, an all-black version of Bizet’s 

Carmen, reset in the American South with new lyrics and an 

unsettling amount of clichéd Southern dialogue. Otto Prem-

inger, the director, had auditioned me for the lead but had cast 

the beautiful Dorothy Dandridge instead. At the audition, he 

made me do a scene with James Edwards, a famous actor at the 

time, in which he was told to paint my toenails. There was no 

way, at age nineteen, that I was prepared to handle such overt 

sexuality. Yes, I had a boyfriend back in New York by then, and 

we had consummated our relationship during an eve ning I 

faced with trepidation. But this was beyond my acting abilities. 

James Edwards, a terribly worldly and seductive man, tried to 

make me comfortable as we read our lines. But when he fi n-

ished applying the polish, and blowing on my toes, I had to 

fight back the nervous giggles of a child. This was not the kind 

of silly innocence anyone expected from a trained New York 

performer. 

“You! Where are you from?” Mr. Preminger asked. 

I froze with fear, then told him. 
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“And how old are you?” 

Sounding more child than woman, I answered, “Nine-

teen.” 

“And whoever told you that you  were sexy?” 

“No one,” I shot back. 

Then the bullying,  all-powerful director threw back his 

head and laughed. 

Dorothy Dandridge got the lead role, and was later nomi-

nated for an Academy Award for her performance. Me? I got 

the role of one of Carmen’s sidekicks. It was a small part, but 

my first big Hollywood break. 

It was exciting, in some ways, and discouraging in others. 

I wasn’t too fond of the vulgar, bright red, fringed dress I had to 

wear with big hoop gypsy earrings. And I especially didn’t ap-

preciate a script full of “dees, dems, and dats” to make us sound 

intentionally down market. The cast, including Pearl Bailey and 

Harry Belafonte, was superb, and I was delighted to be the 

young one working with them, just as I loved sitting quietly by 

Otto Preminger and watching him direct. I was always trying to 

learn. But it also became quite clear that we were the only blacks 

on the Paramount lot. It was only temporarily for this “black 

movie” (there was usually one every few years) that our presence 

in Hollywood was wanted. We all knew there’d be little place 

for us after the movie wrapped. Everyone on staff was polite, 

but thought of us as outsiders. 

But you know who was thrilled about everything, start to 

finish? My mother. 

Although I never said I needed her with me, she flew out to 

Los Angeles to be my chaperone during the shoot. The cast was 
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staying at a little hotel, the Chateau Marmont on Sunset Boule-

vard. I made sure that my mother was not across the hall, but 

rather at the other end of the building, passing the time with a 

friend. They played cards. They had some cocktails, and would 

go out to lunch or dinner. I was fully aware that she had no rea-

son to be there. My father and sister  were home in Yonkers. She 

did not need to chaperone me, and she was of no use helping 

me memorize lines or negotiate the business. I could do that 

with other actors. I was so swamped most days I could barely 

find the mental energy to check in with her for ten minutes. But 

I did. “How was your day? What did you do?” I’d ask. She never 

did much of anything. I felt guilty about that, just as I felt guilty 

for not inviting her to the set. I knew she hoped to visit. But 

professionals don’t do that. Or maybe the truth is that when 

you’re a novice, you don’t want to draw attention to your youth 

by showing up with your mother. The one time I asked her out 

to join me for a business dinner, it just felt completely awkward 

and uncomfortable. 

My mother, I’m afraid, was now loving my life far too 

much. 

I certainly got a deep, delicious early taste of Hollywood 

while in Carmen Jones. Sammy Davis Jr., who was becoming a 

star at the time, had a suite in our hotel, and invited me around 

all the time. One night, while we were on location in Stockton, 

California, he asked me to join a group for dinner in a local 

restaurant. I appeared in my typical formal elegance in a black 

cocktail dress and white gloves. Sammy gently escorted me to a 

corner. “You look lovely as always,” he told me quietly. “But I 

think you better remove the gloves, Diahann.  We’re in Stockton, 
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not Paris!” He invited me to a party in his suite in West Holly-

wood another night. There, he introduced me to the painfully 

shy Marlon Brando. The next night, a friend of Sammy’s asked 

me to join them for dinner. Marlon was accompanied by his 

girlfriend, and she was dressed in something so blatantly re-

vealing that I became embarrassed and could hardly speak all 

eve ning. Worse, I could not get my mother out of my mind. I 

was sure this woman with Marlon was loose, and I  couldn’t 

help imagining Mom walking through the restaurant door, see-

ing her, and telling me, “I don’t think you should be having 

dinner with someone like that!” Nor would she have approved 

when, on the way out of the restaurant, Marlon gave me a little 

pat on the behind. I slapped his face and told him off. My 

mother had spoken through me! 

It was not something I would have shared with her, though. 

We didn’t discuss those sorts of things. Nor did I let her know 

how ill at ease I was seeing her enjoying being away from home 

for so long. Long before the posses of rappers and HBO’s 

Entourage, she was playing the game. For many weeks, she and 

her friend, my aunt Babe,  were pretty much on their own in my 

hotel. Eventually, they made some friends—my manager, for 

one, and  others—who would take them to dinner. 

My whole life, people who met her  were always charmed. 

“We love your mother,” they’d tell me. 

“That’s because she isn’t your mother,” I’d think to my-

self. 

As weeks turned to months on that shoot, I grew more  

impatient with her. I had to live on a daily basis with the hole 

she was creating in our family. At some point, I must have fi g-
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ured out that she was avoiding marital problems with my fa-

ther. She was being independent in some convoluted way, and 

even trying to be worldly by eschewing domestic life. If only I 

had spoken up to her about how neglectful she was to my father 

and sister, who was only five at the time. But what would I have 

said? 

Mom, we need to talk. This isn’t just a weekend in the 

Catskills. You’ve been away from your home for a very long time. I 

love you dearly, and you know how grateful I am for your support. 

I also know you’re having a fabulous time out  here, and that you’re 

pleased to see how well things have turned out for me. But, Mom, 

you really need to go home now. I’m old enough to handle things. 

The only big problem now is you. 

Of course I never would have said anything like that. Pro-

priety, as always, got in the way. It always did in my family. 

Neither of my parents ever spoke about what they were really 

feeling. My father, an attractive man with every temptation 

back home, always saw my mother as the great love of his life. 

He never told her that. And clearly she had issues with sex and 

sexuality, many of which she managed to pass on to me. How 

else to explain all the failed marriages and engagements I 

racked up in years to come? Perhaps my parents had become 

bored with each other, and had no idea how to have the kind of 

conversation that might help remedy their sex life. It was, after 

all, still the 1950s. They didn’t read The Kinsey Report. What 

was to be said? And a proud man like my father, who was 

crippled by his own dignity, was not going to be able to beg his 

beloved wife to come home. If he did suggest it discreetly, she 

didn’t listen. 
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It upset me. But it took decades before I could voice my 

feelings to her. 

¢ 

In the early 1980s, my father finally left my mother, and 

she fell apart completely. Once again, I heard the news from a 

family friend. She  wasn’t sleeping. She  wasn’t bathing or tak-

ing care of herself at all. I was doing two shows a night in 

Vegas at the time (this was before I received the call for 

Dynasty). I simply could not walk out of my contract to go 

comfort her, and my little sister, Lydia, in boarding school at 

the time, was useless to her in such situations. So I called my 

mother and invited her to stay with me. I didn’t want her 

around while I was working. But I also didn’t want her

 anyplace  else. 

“Diahann has sent for me,” she said to my father. Those 

were always the magic words. “Diahann has sent for me!” She 

arrived in Las Vegas, looking composed and attractive. Back in 

the lotusland of an overpriced hotel, her misery subsided. 

Vegas, to my mother, was as good as a sanitarium, with the 

lulling sound of slot machines and all that eating. 

Indeed, over the years, she had become overweight. It was 

something my father, who ate carefully and exercised all his 

life, had warned her about. She took care about her dress and 

carried herself with grace, but weight gain was one of many 

things in the marriage that she had taken for granted. At any 

rate, I saw from the moment she arrived that she’d be lifted by 

her visit. And, as usual, we did not discuss the elephant in the 
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room, the separation. “I’m happy you’re here, Mom,” I said as 

she quietly unpacked in her suite. 

“Yes; me, too,” she said. 

“How was the fl ight?” 

“Oh, fine, it was just fine,” she said. 

This was about all we were capable of saying at that mo-

ment. Perhaps I told her I was sorry she was having a hard time 

and that soon we might want to talk about her plans. But we 

never had the discussion we should have had about what had 

happened to her marriage. 

The only thing she was able to express was that my father 

was the one who had done wrong, not her. She claimed to have 

been mistreated. Even then I knew that this wasn’t completely 

true, and I should have quietly said so. But again, I just didn’t 

know how. 

Well, I was a bit busy, with two shows a night for hun-

dreds of people. One of the showstoppers I was doing at the 

time was “Going Out of My Head.” And that kind of summed 

up my situation. My third marriage had only recently com-

busted (more on that later), my daughter was estranged from 

me because she thought I cared more about my career than her 

(more on that later, too!). Meanwhile, I was completely unsure 

as to where my career was going, post-Julia, but it wasn’t look-

ing good. And now  here was my mother, devastated to be sepa-

rated from her husband of thirty-seven years, and right back in 

the middle of my life, which she had clearly always preferred to 

her own. 

I had a large staff at the time, managers, musicians, per-

sonal assistants, and they all adored her and treated her like a 
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queen while I worked like a dog. When the engagement ended, 

I invited her to live with me in Beverly Hills. 

Thus began the last act of my mother’s life, a new begin-

ning for us in Los Angeles, a chance to finally have the conver-

sations I had buried for so many years. 

In fact, there was nobody whom I learned to speak more 

freely with than my mother in her last years. That’s because I 

believed in her. Maybe other daughters would have left her to 

her own ideas. I could not, especially when it came to what she 

would say about my father. Because he was the one who left 

the marriage to later remarry, she had convinced herself that 

she was the one who had been wronged. She played the martyr 

very well. And she often said disparaging things about my fa-

ther to my daughter. One night, a few years after my parents’ 

divorce, I was having lunch at my mother’s place in the Valley 

in Sherman Oaks. We bought that house and I hired my deco-

rator to gut and reconfigure it for her needs. She adored it, a 

sweet little ranch  house with lovely landscaping, perfect for 

lunch with her  church-lady friends. 

We were in her sunny kitchen at the breakfast nook, and 

she was telling me she had spoken to some friends in New York 

who told her my father had remarried. And I don’t know where 

she got this particular piece of information, but she decided to 

share with me that this woman and my father were having oral 

sex. She was disgusted at the idea of a woman who would do 

such a thing and felt my father was sinning horribly. 

Before I could stop myself, I blurted out, “Well, thank God 

Dad has found a real sexual partner!” She squirmed in her 

seat. 
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“Diahann,” she said. “What in the world are you saying? I 

cannot believe you would condone such indecent and sinful 

behavior.” 

“Mother, sexuality is a glorious part of the human experi-

ence, not something to be ashamed of. I know you have tried to 

teach me all my life that this creates sin, original sin. Do you 

understand how your kind of attitude has impacted my life? 

There is plea sure in sex, Mother. And you refused to teach me 

about it, which is enough to drive any man away.” 

Perhaps it was a bit much, a bit theatrical, but at that point, 

I was looking at four failed marriages in my own life along with 

two broken engagements. So I was frustrated with both her and 

my own romantic history. She was in her eighties and I was in my 

sixties. Both of us were past our primes, yet the intensity of this 

conversation was the kind that belonged to youth, not old age. 

Many of my friends who adored her for being my sweet 

little mother  were angry with me when she told them about my 

blunt conversations. They were ready to kill me because they 

couldn’t even say these kinds of things to themselves, much less 

to their mothers. But looking at it now, I’m glad I tried. We 

trusted each other. 

In those last years, we started to have more fun together 

than ever before. It was almost like our early days in New York, 

when she could do no wrong. I look at scrapbooks of photo-

graphs from my later years as a young se nior citizen and fi nd 

her in every other shot in her tinted glasses. There she is in one 

shot with Lenny Kravitz. There she is with Roscoe Lee Browne. 

There she is with Joan Collins. She’s like the Forrest Gump of 

my life. And looking back now, I’m so glad she could enjoy it. 
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I just loved that we became pals again in her last years. We 

went shopping at malls in the Valley, and we’d eat dreadful 

Nedick’s hot dogs just like we did on Thirty-fourth Street when 

she took me to Macy’s in my childhood. Only instead of her 

giving me fashion advice, I was giving it to her. By then I had 

been on the International Best Dressed list. I was a se nior style 

paragon who understood understatement, the pleasures of 

minimalism, beige, and black. My mother had a different ap-

proach, which I’d have to call “haute carnivale.” When it came 

to accessorizing, more to her was more. And if you have some 

sparkle on the sweater, why not have a little on the belt and 

skirt, too? 

“Mother, please,” I’d say when she’d get in my car to go to 

lunch. “I look at you and I don’t know if I’m coming or going. 

We cannot wear the beads, big earrings, necklace, and scarf all 

at the same time. It’s too much. Really! Something has to go!” 

“Diahann,” she’d say as she adjusted those tinted glasses, 

“I look fi ne.” 

I remembered hearing the advice years ago to always re-

move one thing before leaving the  house, and tried to explain it 

to her. It went right over her head. 

“Just take off the earrings, Mom. Please!” 

She just laughed and shook her head. “You know, Diahann, 

every time you approve of someone’s attire, she’s dressed as if 

she’s going to a funeral.” 

She was right. I, who had been dressed exuberantly in the 

day by Arnold Scaasi and Bill Blass, had become seriously sedate 

in my latter years. She, on the other hand, was still having a ball 

with her colorful clothes, like a girl in a sparkly fantasy. 
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I sat in that car, grinning, even as I shook my head. 

“Okay, Mom, I’ll make a deal with you. If you take off ei-

ther the necklace or the earrings or the scarf, then you can de-

cide where we go to lunch today.” 

She never did. But I let her choose the restaurant anyway. 

¢ 

It happens eventually: the end. I was lucky it took as long 

as it did. 

In her last years, when she was close to ninety, I’d notice 

crumbs on her clothes and stains on her sleeves, and I had to 

find a way to tell her without letting her know how badly she 

was failing. But she wanted to dress and wear heels right to the 

end, like me. 

Eventually, she was in and out of emergency rooms, be-

cause she refused to have full-time help around. “I don’t want 

you,” she’d tell them. “You’re making me old before my time!” 

It became painfully clear she could not live alone in her  house 

anymore. Against her wishes, our old friend Sylvia and I toured 

a lovely place near my home in Hollywood. And I did some-

thing very clever. I spoke with a young lady working there, and 

I said to her, “You know, I really have a terrible problem. I want 

my mother to move here so she’ll be safe, but she  doesn’t know 

a soul in this building, so I’m very worried.” And this young 

lady smiles at me, and says, “I know who you are. You’re Diahann 

Carroll. You  were always so pleasant to everyone when you  

came to shop at my uncle’s antique store, Ferrantes, on Melrose 

Place in Hollywood. So I’m going to keep an eye on your mother 
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and see that she gets a perfect room over the garden fountain.” 

I was so pleased. And I thought to myself, “So after spending all 

that money on antiques, it finally paid off!” 

When we drove her over to look at the place, she was dressed 

to the nines, and although unhappy, she did enjoy arriving in my 

Rolls-Royce, just so people knew where she was coming from. 

Then I saw the look on her face when she saw how deluxe the 

place was, or perhaps a better word would be grand. Dining room 

was very nice. TV and game room? Not bad at all. I told her, 

“Okay, we don’t have to speak to anyone today about any of this. 

Let’s just go to the Beverly Wilshire for a fabulous lunch.” She 

pouted all the way through it, still angry about having to move 

out of her  house. But we all worked to make her new room in that 

rest home as much like her  house as possible. And eventually, she 

started to enjoy dressing for dinner with other  well-to-do people 

in the dining room every night, and I was pleased. 

Still, it was sad to see her wane. One day, my dear friend 

Selbra Hayes asked what did I think would make my mother 

happiest, and suggested inviting my father out to visit. Immedi-

ately, I recognized the importance of that advice. My father was 

single again. His second wife had passed away several years 

earlier. So I invited him out to Los Angeles. I told him Mom 

wanted him to see where she was living. 

He arrived,  eighty-eight years old, still tall and so hand-

some. And when I brought those two together, and they saw 

each other for the first time after so many years, it was the best 

Hollywood love scene I could imagine. They both looked ec-

static, like there was nowhere  else they wanted to be. After a few 

minutes, we all had to sneak out and allow them to have their 
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time alone together. My father stayed with me all week. And 

every morning he would get up and dress impeccably. We’d 

have breakfast. Then I’d drive him over to see Mom and he’d 

stay there with her all day. Maybe it was my dream as well as 

theirs, to have them back together, if only for a week. He came 

back again a year later, when she was still well enough to sit 

with him outdoors. And they looked like they’d never been 

apart. I was having my own problems with Vic, my fourth hus-

band, at the time. But seeing my own parents together like that, 

so happily  together—it gave me the kind of hope I never would 

have expected at that stage of my life. 

One night I  couldn’t sleep and I went to see her. By that 

point, she was being taken care of by hospice workers because it 

was near the end. An aide told me she was having diffi culty 

breathing, and I could tell things  were pretty bad. So I climbed 

into bed with her, careful not to disturb the tubes hooked up to 

her failing body, and I slowly put my arm around her. She felt so 

frail. Her breathing was labored. I leaned in to her ear, and kept 

my nose there for a moment, just taking her in. Then I said very 

softly, “You do know, Mom, that Dad wants to be with you at 

the end, when you’re both gone, don’t you? You’re the only one.” 

I waited a moment, then I said, “Did you hear that, Mom? Did 

you hear what I said?” Some moments passed. Her IV machine 

dripped, and numbers flashed on machines that beeped and 

whirred. Then I saw her nodding. I felt her head move up and 

down against my chest. And then, then she smiled. It was faint, 

but it took my breath away. She heard me. She understood. She 

was still in love. 

We sat together for a while. Then I told her I was going 
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home to bed, and that in the morning I had to make a speech at 

the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, and then I’d return to see her 

in the afternoon. My driver got a call while I was speaking, and 

he called me with a message to call him. I knew what had hap-

pened. I rushed to her. She lay still in her bed, all life gone from 

her body. The tubes and machines were gone, too. It was the 

first time I had ever seen a person who was no longer breathing. 

I rubbed her forehead, and leaned in and said, “Rest now, Mom. 

You lived a wonderful life.” 

She  wasn’t the only one who was well turned out for the 

funeral. I wore a stylish Carolina Herrera suit for the occasion, 

and a big dramatic hat she would have loved. I thought of her 

when I chose it. I know she would have approved. My mother 

almost always approved of what I wore. Well, for better or worse, 

she had my full attention. And when I look back on it now, I’m 

so glad I was there to give her my love and attention, right to the 

end. You only have one mother in life, after all. 

Not long after she died, I formed a habit of speaking aloud 

to her. It helped me a great deal to say, “What would you do in 

this situation, Mom?” It still does. I know that sounds strange, 

given all the doubts I had about her. But when I was fourteen 

years old, there was nobody who had more to teach me than my 

mother. And later, even with all my issues, I always kept in my 

mind that she only wanted what was best for me. I’ve had some 

fans in my time, but nobody could make me feel as special as 

she did. 

She was the first person who made me want to reach for 

the stars. 

Sometimes, when I am listening to certain kinds of music, 



89  Queen Mother 

particularly the kind she raised me to appreciate—Duke El-

lington, Nat King Cole, and Billy Eckstine—I turn it up very 

loud, and I sing for her. And even though I’m not the best 

dancer, I dance a little, too. 

I dance for my first and most devoted audience. 

And on many days I wear tinted glasses just the way she did. 

But never with big earrings. Please! 
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THREE 

Men, Take One 

nor ma desmond had her mad scene at the top 

of the stairs. I, on the other hand, had mine in a condo at the 

top of a  high-rise in Beverly Hills in 1998. It was eve ning, and 

the lights were off and the entire city of Los Angeles was spread 

out beneath my walls of windows. Directly below me was 

Sunset Boulevard, a streaming river of car lights. I had just 

gotten off the phone with Vic Damone, who had left me for 

another woman months before, after ten years of marriage. 

Our conversation had been icy cold. When I hung up I felt 

newly betrayed, angry, and, more than anything else, desper-

ately and terribly alone. I was sitting on the floor in the dark, 

teetering on the edge of confusion and madness. Very dra-

matic! What was I going to do with the rest of my life? I had 

not planned to be facing my se nior years alone. How did it 

happen? And why? 

At one time I adored Vic. We had some lovely, romantic 

moments in our ten years together. How could I not be 
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seduced by a handsome, impeccably dressed man who would 

call me in the eve nings after I had gotten into bed, and softly 

croon “Let Me Call You Sweetheart,” in an old-world Italian 

accent? When he first approached me in 1981, we were both 

performing at the Caribe Hilton in San Juan. Late one night, 

he sent an extravagant meal to my room, unannounced. It 

was thoughtful, presumptuous, and funny. I paid it little 

mind. 

Upon our next meeting, I found I could not ignore him 

any longer. We were doing a show for a charity in a hotel in 

Palm Beach. On the flight down there, my manager, Roy, ex-

plained I would be on the bill with Damone, and that he was 

set as the closing act. That put me in a very competitive mood. 

One never wants to open for someone  else. When I saw him at 

rehearsal, he said to me, “Hello,  Diana!”—mispronouncing my 

name. I said to my assistant, “See, I told you—nothing up-

stairs.” Then, while I was performing, he stood in the wings 

to watch me, which was unconventional, to say the least, and 

somewhere between flattering and unsettling. After the show, 

Vic’s conductor told me Vic would like to come up for a drink. 

I thought that would be nice. When he arrived in his tuxedo, I 

don’t know what happened to me, but suddenly I saw his ap-

peal, as if for the first time. He was tan, and his face was hand-

some, with a strong jawline, lovely  salt-and-pepper hair, and 

dark eyes that seem to suggest the possibilities of something 

more. I was enjoying his company. Maybe it was the jokes he 

made—humor is often an aphrodisiac for  me—but I was sud-

denly seeing him in a totally different way. Later, when every-
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one  else had gone home, my assistant asked if I wanted her to 

stay. I found myself telling her no. 

We both went up to New York from there, and we had 

dinner. I had the impression that he was a hardworking profes-

sional who had sustained a strong career for a long time, and I 

had great respect for that. And it was nice to be with someone 

who was something of a  house hold name. His suits and shirts 

were bespoke, and I loved seeing his selection of clothing for 

dinner or a night out. When he first saw my home in Los Ange-

les, he remarked how elegant it was, and Cancerian that I am, 

that pleased me tremendously. Watching him cook was every 

career woman’s dream. On Sundays in New York (I still had my 

apartment there), we’d go to the markets on Broadway, where 

he would choose ingredients as obsessively as any chef I’d ever 

seen. Then, arm in arm, we’d go back to my apartment on Riv-

erside Drive, where he would fly into a happy high gear making 

the most wonderful pasta. Me? I always took pride in setting a 

really beautiful table. He loved that. We had a ball. Wherever 

we’d go, we had fun together. 

Sometimes, when we toured, things got a little awkward. 

Clearly he was of a generation of men (Rat Pack in attitude, I’d 

say) for whom having a girl in every port was standard practice. 

Well into my fifties by then, a lady who’d been around the block 

herself more than once, I was wise enough not to worry about 

Vic’s little lothario history. 

When we were performing for a week in Vegas, for in-

stance, this woman would come backstage to see Vic every 

night after the show with two children. They were dressed for 
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the  occasion, and I was always very polite when introduced to 

them, but I didn’t quite understand their relationship to Vic, 

or perhaps I knew I didn’t want to. I mean, we were both 

too old, really, to worry about each other’s past. It wasn’t

 necessary. 

One day the phone was ringing in the suite I was sharing 

with Vic, and he and Roy were all worked up. 

“You answer it,” Vic said. 

“Well, what do you want me to say?” Roy asked. 

The two of them sounded like mischievous little boys. It 

was such a commotion that I finally asked them what was going 

on and if I could be of any assistance. It turned out that the 

caller was the lady who’d been coming to the dressing room 

with her children. She was convinced that Vic was their father, 

and hoped that he still had feelings for her. 

The phone rang again. And as it rang I said to Vic and Roy, 

“I will answer this phone for you and take care of the situation 

for good. But you really must be sure you want to be rid of this 

woman, because once I speak with her, she will never call 

again.” 

They told me to go ahead and answer the phone. I did and 

asked who was calling, and what it was about. “It’s not some-

thing I can discuss with you,” the woman said. 

“Well, if this has anything to do with you and the children 

you are bringing backstage to see Vic after our show, I’d like to 

tell you about something I’ve done.” 

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” she said. 

“Well, I’ve set up an organization for women like you 
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called ICVD. That stands for Illegitimate Children of Vic Da-

mone, and I could have some information sent to you about it if 

you’d like. We always have a lovely dinner for the women and 

children they believe are Vic’s offspring, and it’s a wonderful 

chance to exchange stories and ideas.” 

Vic and Roy  were choking with laughter as they listened. 

Maybe I was being insensitive. But on the other hand, was it 

considerate of this woman to come backstage with her children 

and constantly call a hotel suite she knew we shared? 

“You bitch,” the woman said to me. Then she slammed 

down the phone. 

And we never heard from her again. 

There are other notable memories. Some were even on golf 

courses. 

He was a  seven-day-a-week golfer, and he was keen on 

teaching me to play. One day we were in Palm Springs, his fa-

vorite place, where he was purchasing a second home, and he 

took me to his favorite course. He was in his immaculate golf 

pants and V-neck sweater and I was in one of those adorable 

little golfing skirts, and he was standing up against me, intently 

instructing me how to hit the ball, and telling me how diffi cult 

it was. I went ahead and swung and hit that ball right into the 

hole. So I turned to him and said, “There! Now I’ve played golf, 

okay? I did it. It’s done. And I will never understand how one 

can derive such a great deal of satisfaction from putting that 

little ball in that little hole more than once. Do I become hap-

pier if I do it a second time?” The boyish and surprised look on 

his tan, adorable face was one of such delight that I just wanted 
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to hug him. Later, he kept telling all his friends what happened, 

and he thought it was hysterical. 

“She doesn’t want lessons,” he told everyone. “She says 

she’s done it and  doesn’t have to do it again! Isn’t that a riot?” It 

was a wonderful giddy time. 

I remember a trip we took to Hawaii with his three teenage 

daughters from another marriage. One day he took me in a golf 

cart high up onto the side of a mountain that seemed to over-

look the entire world. We were literally above the clouds and I 

felt that way with him at that moment, although I will also say 

that when it started to rain, I insisted we stop puttering around 

in that golf cart and he take me back to the hotel. Even in the 

rain, it was difficult to get him to leave the golf course. 

But I had my ways on that Hawaii trip. One day, I steered 

Vic away from the course by herding him and his daughters 

down to a boat I had rented for the afternoon. He looked wor-

ried. “How long are we going to be out at sea?” he asked. 

“Not too long,” I promised. But we stayed out for most of 

the day. The sea was so gorgeous that day, beautiful swells 

against the rocky, tropical coastline, and occasionally fl ying 

fish leaping in front of the bow. I love to fish. I love being out at 

sea, far from any telephone or fax machine, and looking out at 

the clouds and the horizon. Something is always happening in 

the water. It rises and falls and surges, and if you pay attention 

you can see dolphins or whales, or follow the patterns of sea-

birds. I was in a big hat and bigger sunglasses, deep in conversa-

tion with one of Vic’s daughters, when my line went taut, and 

the next thing I knew, everyone was around me yelling and 

helping me pull something in. I put my weight into it (and I was 
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much thinner then) and yanked up a big silver monster of a 

fish, a tuna, shiny as a quarter. We laughed all the way to 

shore. 

That eve ning, we were all getting dressed to have dinner in 

the hotel restaurant, where our fish would be prepared for us. 

And it was just the most wonderful moment. There’s nothing 

like the feeling you get when you wash the sea off of your body 

after a day in the salt air, and dress up for dinner. We were all so 

happy that eve ning. Although I think Vic would have been hap-

pier if he didn’t learn that the hotel was charging us two hun-

dred and fifty dollars to prepare the fish I caught. 

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. 

“What are you going to do, Damone?” is all I said. 

This was around 1986, my happy Dynasty period, when all 

my worries about my career  were at bay and I was submerged in 

the pageantry of big hair and bigger shoulders. Joan Collins and 

I had been friends for a long time. In fact, just a couple of years 

earlier, in 1983, we were at a party at my New York apartment, 

wondering what the hell to do with our careers. Now all worries 

were gone. We were in a show so successful and fl uffy that no-

body on the set could have any serious problems. I’ll never for-

get the day a director said to Catherine Oxenberg, “You know, 

this is not  open-heart surgery. Just say your lines so that we can 

all go home.” The only problems we ever had  were if Joan  

thought her costume looked too much like mine or Linda’s. 

Then there’d be a  gale-force wind of clothing changes that left the

 dressing- room floor looking as if a hurricane had come through 

and taken down a dress shop. Hair and makeup? Bring it on, 

please! 
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I loved my role of Dominique Deveraux, television’s fi rst 

black bitch. My character was introduced to the series at the 

end of the third season. I had asked Aaron Spelling to write me 

into the show. He thought it was a great idea. But it didn’t hap-

pen overnight. In fact, months went by and I heard nothing 

about my idea moving forward. I think I actually sealed it on 

the night of the Golden Globes. I had just sung a love song from 

Yentl at the awards dinner at the request of none other than  

Barbra Streisand, who, I guess, knew that I am often told I have 

a half-Jewish soul! Dynasty got plenty of awards that night after 

its second season, and I was in such a great mood after singing 

to such a powerful room of show-business honchos that I threw 

caution to the wind along with everything I knew about eti-

quette. I had heard Aaron Spelling was having a private party 

with his Dynasty cast and crew to celebrate. So I went to the 

restaurant, uninvited. Happily, Aaron told me he was delighted 

to see me and had been seriously thinking about a part for me 

on Dynasty. After that, the doors flew open and I was in. Some-

times you have to break rules to get what you need. Although I 

do feel that it’s also important that you know the rules before 

you break them. 

When we started discussing my Dynasty part with Aar-

on’s writers, I told them I wanted them to write a character for 

me as if they were writing for a rich white man. They did, and 

I had a ball! It was fine with me that race didn’t figure into my 

character. I came out of an era with Bobby Short and Lena 

Horne, a time in which black performers strove for a kind of 

acceptability that a large part of the black community still 

encouraged in their role models. In the late sixties, when I  
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played Julia, a single working mother who was very smooth 

around the edges, I was suddenly accused of being a “white 

folks’ nigger” by people who  weren’t comfortable with the 

show. (People either loved or hated it.) I always despised that. 

But I never saw myself as compromising. I sang the music I 

loved and accepted the roles that appealed to me. And what a 

relief it was to be able to play a believable black bitch divested 

of any politics at all. 

Dynasty was shot in the era of old-school network televi-

sion, with gargantuan staffs and bud gets. It was always such a 

pleasure driving onto the ABC lot to go to work in the morn-

ing only to be babied and pampered for hours. Vic could do 

what he liked best all  day—play golf. And I could do what I 

liked best, work. We had a lot of laughs. One day, we three 

leading ladies were asked to do an awards show together, and 

the wardrobe designer wanted all of us in white. Joan was not 

having any of it. So while she went backstage to commandeer a 

different outfit, I talked Linda Evans into playing a little trick 

when she returned. While rehearsing at the podium, we kept 

shifting places to prevent Joan from placing herself in between 

us. We completely upset her natural tendency to always be cen-

ter stage. Joan has a great sense of humor. And we had such a 

sense of victory during the run of that show. All three of us 

were deep into middle age, yet ruling the ratings as television 

stars. 

I wonder if that caused problems for my relationship with 

Vic. Well, I was on a hit television show, and I was performing 

“one-nighters” (singing engagements) whenever the opportu-

nity arose. I was an incredibly hard worker. Vic was none of the 
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above. Early on, long before we were married, he was having 

dinner with me when he started talking about the problems he 

was having paying for his  house in Palm Springs. I thought that 

was kind of strange, but no major alarm bells went off in my 

head. Bells didn’t go off in London, either, when he decided 

that despite the fact that we had tickets to the theater, he re-

ally  wasn’t interested in going, just as he refused to go to see  

Pavarotti with me one night in Los Angeles because he couldn’t 

miss a baseball game on television. I like sports on television, 

but I  wasn’t sure I wanted to be married to a sports addict. By 

the time the alarm bells finally sounded loud and clear, it was 

too late. 

A couple years into our relationship, after I helped him 

pay off his Palm Springs home, Vic proposed to me in the 

bedroom of my house in Beverly Hills. By then, he’d already 

moved in. I was completely under his spell. And of course it 

was so lovely to have a companion to sleep with and plan 

things with and go out with. I don’t remember the exact words, 

but our conversation was surprisingly profound. We were both 

talking about how taken aback we were at the depth of our 

feelings for each other. I mean we weren’t children. We’d both 

been around the block, with a  half dozen marriages between 

us. But we really did love each other, so we decided to get

 married. 

I suppose that’s when the real trouble started. A few 

days before the wedding, we were performing at a hotel in 

the Catskills. We were doing a show together by then, shar-

ing a bill, but keeping our egos in check by switching whose 

name would go first on advertising for each venue. I was sur-
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prised that he cared. As usual, he was far more concerned  

about playing golf than rehearsing. “I have a  tee-off at noon,” 

he’d say. 

“But we have an orchestra to rehearse,” I’d reply. 

“You go ahead, you know the act.” And off he went with 

his golf buddies. 

It made me more than anxious. It infuriated me. I’d al-

ways surrounded myself with consummate professionals, who 

took pleasure in the hard work of getting things exactly right. 

Vic was something  else entirely. He relied on his charm and 

his lovely voice, and expected to be given a pass on any real 

work. He left it to me to hold things together, and make sure 

all the pieces fell into place for every show. And I never spoke 

to him about this irresponsible behavior. Something about 

him didn’t allow me to think clearly as an adult. He always 

created a kind of whirlwind around us that threw me off bal-

ance. But our show always came off well. We’d sing romantic 

songs to each other, and saunter across the stage arm in arm, 

like a couple of kids in love. The truth is that as tense as he 

could make me, we were still terribly giddy together, and I 

loved watching him do his thing onstage and he loved watch-

ing me do mine. The audiences adored us this way, looking 

gaga for each other. Our big number was “How Do You Keep 

the Music Playing?” Later, when we were so angry that we 

could hardly stand on the same stage together, it would be-

come a very good question. 

Our wedding was to be in Atlantic City, where we were 

performing. As much as I’m a control freak, and completely 

capable of running my life, selling houses, taking care of 
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 finances, I never have control of myself around men. I knew 

our relationship wasn’t ideal. But I didn’t stop to think about 

what an impending fourth marriage really meant. That’s not 

to say I didn’t almost call the  whole thing off when Vic de-

cided not to travel with me from our Catskills job to Atlantic 

City because he wanted to spend another day on the golf 

course. 

“We have a show and a wedding in three days,” I pleaded. 

“What is this about?” 

“My friends are telling me you have too much control over 

me,” he said. 

“What are you talking about? You can do whatever you 

want, Vic.” 

“What will our marriage be like if I  can’t play golf when I 

like?” 

“But we have so much to do in the next three days.  

Please!” 

“No, Diahann. My friends are laughing at me, and I’m go-

ing to stay to play golf.” 

I was so furious that when I got to our suite in Atlantic 

City, I had the management padlock the door, and I remember 

thinking, “Oh my God, this is so embarrassing.” Then, when 

he finally arrived, our friends and family got us together for a 

crisis intervention. I remember everyone sitting together in my 

suite and politely asking if we really wanted to go through with 

the wedding. If we were discussing anything else, real estate, a 

show, a management question, I would have been levelheaded 

and seen things clearly and called it off. I mean, I was fi fty 

years old by then. But I still had no idea how to express my true 
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feelings when it came to men. Surely I knew that it would have 

been better to have an affair with this man than to marry  

him? 

“Diahann,” my good friend Amy had told me, “he  doesn’t 

read books! What are you doing?” 

What was I doing? Competing with Elizabeth Taylor in 

husband collecting? 

At any rate, it was too late to stop it, or so I thought at the 

time. The press was coming to Atlantic City to cover the wed-

ding, print and television. All our guests were arriving. Some-

how we kissed and made up and went on with the show. That 

wedding really was a show, all about our outfits and hair and 

makeup. It was mostly his friends, and just a few of mine with 

my family. And officiating was a minister who looked like he 

was straight out of Central Casting. “Who is this man marry-

ing us?” I kept thinking. “Where did he come from?” Then we 

went and played lovers onstage in the casino. There’s one line in 

“How Do You Keep the Music Playing?” that asks the most im-

portant question. “How do you lose yourself to someone and 

never lose your way?” I wish I could have figured that one out 

then and there. 

¢ 

The truth is, as I’ve said, I have never been levelheaded 

around men. 

In fact, I look back on my behavior now and wonder 

what the hell I was thinking. Maybe that’s what happens when 

you become a se nior citizen. You see yourself with clarity for 
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the first time in your life. After so many unsuccessful rela-

tionships that put me at my worst, I’m glad to finally be on my 

own. 

I mean, for God’s sake, I was dating a married man when I 

was nineteen! James Edwards was a beautiful man and a very 

good actor. He was also an alcoholic. I would wait in my hotel 

room in Los Angeles, after long days of shooting Carmen Jones, 

hoping he would call. If and when the phone finally rang, he’d 

demand that I meet him downstairs in twenty minutes. He was 

always angry at the powers that be—roles for him did not come 

as he wanted them to. He made it his business to brag about  

dalliances with wives of producers he was meeting for lunch the 

next day. Why was I so bedazzled? To my still-maturing mind, 

he seemed so in control, so confident. At the time, I was still so 

skinny and devoid of sexuality that I didn’t think of myself as 

attractive. Suddenly  here was this handsome movie star court-

ing me. How could I keep a level head? 

One Saturday night, he led me upstairs to a bedroom at 

the hotel in which he was staying and told me to take off my 

clothes. I stripped to my undergarments, totally confused, as he 

stared at me from a chair across the room. Then he got up to 

leave me alone. “You stay here,” he said. “I’ll let you know when 

you can go.” He closed the door and I heard him locking it from 

outside with a key. I remained there for hours, waiting passively. 

He didn’t come for me until the next day. But I never screamed, 

“How dare you!” or that we were finished. This was defi nitely a 

 lack- of- self- esteem issue. 

Broadway rescued me from him. When Carmen Jones was 

over, I left James Edwards and Los Angeles behind, and took 
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the  red-eye back to New York for my second audition for the 

ingenue role in House of Flowers. On my way from the airport, I 

stopped to get my hair styled and dozed off in the chair. When 

I awoke, I looked in the mirror and screamed. I looked like a 

little boy. I apologized when I got to the theater. But out from 

the darkness I heard Truman Capote’s eerily high Southern 

drawl. “Oh, don’t apologize,” he said. “Your hair is just marvel-

ous, it couldn’t be more perfect.” Then I sat down at the edge of 

the stage and charmed my way into the part. Maybe it was the 

jet lag. But it could have been that my time in Hollywood had 

relaxed me just enough. 

The casting director was a handsome man named Monte 

Kay. He had rejected me the first time I auditioned. But when 

we  were performing the show in Philadelphia, he came back-

stage to praise my performance and he asked me out to dinner. 

Looking very cosmopolitan in a  well-cut gray suit, he carried 

himself with confident ease. I had my fi rst taste of oysters and 

clams on the half shell with him that night. I loved his face, 

rugged, with a strong nose and a dimple on the chin. Clearly, 

there was a mutual attraction, although I was as innocent as he 

was worldly. Well, he was eleven years my se nior. He was also 

white. But how was I to know? He was dark with extremely 

curly hair, after all. When a friend told me otherwise, I was 

shocked. I ran to the phone. 

“Monte, are you white?” I asked him. 

“Yes, and I’m Jewish, too,” he answered. “Is that all 

right?” 

I couldn’t think of a reason why it wasn’t, unless of course 

I thought about what my parents might think. He was divine. 
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He made me laugh, and feel like a grown-up after my disastrous 

and strange relationship in Hollywood with an alcoholic mar-

ried man. 

“But why are you so brown?” I asked. 

“Because I love the sun and I love my sunlamp,” he said. “I 

like being tan.” 

He had also loved being around musicians ever since he 

was a kid and would sneak into Greenwich Village from Brook-

lyn to hear jazz. He went to churches to hear gospel music, too. 

While still in his teens, he produced concerts featuring Charlie 

Parker and Dizzy Gillespie. Then he went on to open the night-

club Birdland, and to manage the brilliant Modern Jazz Quartet. 

For him, my race was no problem; in fact, just the opposite. 

When my mother saw how wonderful he was to me, and how 

caring and amused he was by me (even though I was a clueless 

child compared with everyone else he knew), she knew she had 

to take us seriously. So she arranged for Monte and me to meet 

with Adam Clayton Powell, by then a congressman, to have a 

serious conversation about our situation. It turned out that 

Monte and Adam were old pals from Birdland. Adam offered 

to perform the wedding ceremony for us in his home. We ac-

cepted. But my father did not fi nd the interracial marriage ac-

ceptable. He had little trust for the white community, and felt I 

had betrayed him terribly. It broke my heart when he didn’t at-

tend the wedding in 1956. 

Eventually, Dad came around, when he saw what a good 

man Monte was, thoughtful and very supportive of my career. 

But I started having my own problems with my marriage right 
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away. We were in Los Angeles after our wedding, and one morn-

ing I woke up in our room at the Beverly Hilton. Monte was out-

side on the balcony reading a book. He ignored me when I called 

out to him. I knew he could lose himself in his reading, but for 

some reason, on that day it unnerved me. I mean, this was the 

first time I had ever been away with a man—this was our 

honeymoon—and my husband, who I was to remain with for 

the rest of my life—was ignoring me. I felt a chasm open up in 

front of me, between us, like the fault line where an earthquake 

occurs. I have to say, it’s all so laughable now. I had a smart hus-

band, a kind man who loved to read. What was wrong with that? 

I’ve known so many swaggering men since Monte who didn’t 

read, and were so anti-intellectual that it made me yearn for 

someone with a brain. But what did I know at twenty-one years 

old? I stormed out to the balcony to pull Monte off his book, and 

engage him. He kept reading. I pressed up against him, and all 

he did was glare at me and go back to his pages. 

I guess I was supposed to remain quiet until he was ready 

to talk. Instead, I ran back into the room, dove onto the bed, 

and banged my fist against the walls. 

“Why don’t you like me?” I screamed. “Why won’t you 

speak to me?” 

Monte was shocked. He’d always been able to retreat into 

his reading, and the women he’d been with before accepted his 

need for quiet. Not me. I wanted attention when I wanted it. I 

pounded the walls and carried on until he looked up. 

“What’s the matter with you, Diahann? What do you want 

from me?” he asked. 
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“Anything! I’ll take anything,” I said. “Just answer me 

when I talk to you!” 

“I’ll answer you later. You can see I’m reading.” 

“You can’t ignore me like this!” 

I’m still not sure what caused this outburst from me. I was 

a young bride and I wanted to assert myself, I suppose, and al-

though I’d been raised to be polite, I’d also been raised to feel 

that I was a special little princess. Maybe my dreadful affair 

with James Edwards just a couple years before had made me 

overly sensitive. Oh, who knows what was wrong with me? At 

the time, I thought nothing, that this was all Monte’s fault. 

Fifty years and four marriages later, I know the fault was 

mine. 

We did love each other, even as we disagreed, and we did 

want to make it work. So I tried to be less demanding and he 

tried to be more attentive. We bought an apartment on Tenth 

Avenue in Manhattan, and I threw myself into decorating it as 

if it were the only thing in the world that mattered to me. Monte 

was surprised and so  were his friends. They wondered aloud, 

“Who’s this bourgeois girl he married, obsessed with the furni-

ture department at Macy’s and chattering on about appliances 

and window treatments?” When the apartment was totally dec-

orated, I went back out on singing jobs. 

Three years after I got married, I was singing at a club 

called the Black Orchid in Chicago (where I almost walked off 

the stage because a man in the audience was heckling me with 

racist remarks) when an offer came for me to play a supporting 

role in the film version of Porgy and Bess. I didn’t want to do it. 

I liked being the star of my own show, and didn’t see the point 
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of being in the background, especially of another fi lm with 

more predictable scenes of a tawdry impoverished life on Cat-

fi sh Row. But Monte insisted it would be good for my career. I 

suppose it was. But it wreaked havoc on my marriage and the 

next ten years of my life. It was on the set of that movie that I 

met Sidney Poitier. 
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FOUR 

Men, Take Two 

it ’s  nice to find i  have a sense of humor about 

“l’Affair Poitier” now, from the comfort of my golden years. 

When I look back on it, I can only shake my head and per-

haps even make the tsk, tsk sound the elders used to make 

during my South Carolina summers. What the hell was I 

thinking? Actually, I  wasn’t. I was letting someone  else think 

for me, a habit that was really becoming my specialty act 

around men. 

It was 1959. I was sitting at the office of Samuel Goldwyn 

to receive the new production schedule for Porgy and Bess, when 

he walked  in—this incredibly beautiful  jet-black man with the 

fierce eyes and the smooth gait of a panther. Cheekbones be-

yond fabulous. I immediately became anxious and kept cross-

ing and uncrossing my legs as if I  were doing some kind of 

cancan. I was sure he could see, and maybe even smell my dis-

comfort. He exuded such sexuality and such commanding 

power that I felt completely unmoored in his presence. He went 
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around the room shaking hands, telling people, “I’m Sidney 

Poitier,” as if they didn’t know the biggest black sensation in the 

world. He was a confident, brilliant man who, despite many ac-

complishments, had so many more to come, including being 

appointed ambassador to Japan from the Bahamas. Unlike 

James Edwards and others before him, he would not and could 

not be stopped by his race. 

“I’ve looked forward to working with you,” he told me. 

Then he held me at length with both his arms, as if to suggest I 

was his captive. “We must talk.” 

“Yes,” I squeaked. 

I couldn’t believe what I was feeling. I was a faithfully 

married woman. Sidney was married, too, and with children. 

But he was such a big star by then that all kinds of women had 

been throwing themselves at him. I, on the other hand, was 

anything but overtly sexual. Casual sex was out of the ques-

tion for a  white-glove-wearing girl like me. The cast of Porgy 

and Bess was staying at the Chateau Marmont in Hollywood, 

and it was like a dormitory, with all of us eating and socializ-

ing together. I tried to avoid him as much as possible and at 

the same time was giddy thinking I might run into him. I 

might have been an actress, but I was fooling nobody pretend-

ing he didn’t rock my world. But I guess it was the restraint of 

the clean and  well-mannered young lady so carefully trained 

by her mother that eventually got to him. One day, he walked 

into my dressing room, surprising me so that I jumped from 

my chair. 

“Diahann,” he said in a voice that was something between 
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a growl and a purr. “I’m having dinner with Ruby Dee and 

some friends tonight. Would you join us?” 

“That sounds lovely,” I said. I should have known he had 

something more intimate in mind when he suggested he pick 

me up rather than meet me at the restaurant. 

We arrived together, a handsome couple trying too hard to 

be incognito. Everyone in the entire room turned and stared. 

Ruby, who, with her husband, Ossie Davis, was close to Sidney 

and his wife, did not look comfortable with what she was see-

ing. We escalated from there to more dates, my attraction grow-

ing stronger and stronger. I was smitten, fascinated, and scared. 

One night when he walked me up to my room, I locked myself 

in the bathroom and told him I was taking a bath and good 

night, just to prevent anything from happening. Another time I 

hid in the closet when he came in looking for me. Desperate to 

stop myself from disaster, I invited Monte out for the weekend. 

We had a terrible time. I was too mesmerized by Sidney to enjoy 

sharing a bed with my own husband. “I don’t know what’s 

wrong with you,” Monte said at the end of three days. “But that 

was the worst weekend of my life.” 

Monte was unhappy, and to my surprise, Sidney was furi-

ously jealous, even though he was married. 

But he had other things on his mind. The movie was un-

der fire for being ste reotyped and insulting to blacks. This was 

the reason I had not wanted to be involved in the first place. He 

was very political and very articulate about his opinions. And 

just as he wouldn’t be pushed around by any woman, he would 

not be pushed around by any press agent or studio boss. He 
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certainly  wouldn’t allow any journalist to railroad him into 

conversations about the issues swirling around the Porgy and 

Bess set. 

Not long ago, I was in Manhattan with a friend who begged 

me to go with him to a special screening of Porgy and Bess at the 

Ziegfeld Theater. A fi lm historian had found a special print of 

it, and when we arrived, someone was giving a passionate 

speech. 

“Movie musicals today are made by people who don’t like 

musicals,” this man was telling a small audience that was com-

pletely devoid of blacks. “You have to readjust your viewing  

strategies because this film has the pace of yesterday.” 

That’s not all it had of yesterday. When the credits stopped 

rolling and the camera started panning across a dock of hard-

working black folk on a bayou, I squirmed in my seat at the 

sight of this cliché of noble poverty as reimagined by some very 

talented white men, including Otto Preminger, the director, 

and, of course, George Gershwin. It should be said that, as Jews, 

they were sympathetic to the status of blacks as “others.” The  

trouble was, their sympathy felt demeaning. And walking among 

all those hardworking plain folk carrying their baskets of shrimp 

and fish, and humming to something that almost sounded like a 

spiritual (but as reinvented by a wonderful Jewish composer) 

was a slim young girl in a ratty  ankle-length dress, holding a 

little baby. The girl opened her mouth to sing, and out of it 

came the most beautiful and wistful song: “Summertime and 

the living is easy!” 

Never mind that her voice was dubbed because the origi-

nal key was written for a soprano. The lovely young woman 
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was none other than me. But unfortunately, it was a little hard 

to tell because I was wearing a large bandanna on top of my 

head. It was as hideous a look as I ever had to endure, and all 

the more annoying after my recent glamorous appearances in 

nightclubs and on television. But it really didn’t matter to me 

that I had to wear that bandanna. I had agreed to be in a pic-

ture that I didn’t even want black children (who  were strug-

gling with the cruelties of segregation in the South at the time) 

to see. It was 1959 in America, when Miles Davis, a friend and 

neighbor of mine in Manhattan, was redefining the jazz idiom 

internationally, Lorraine Hansberry was writing landmark 

plays, and Nina Simone was singing “Young, Gifted and 

Black,” and this movie was depicting us as poor, uneducated, 

drug- dealing, libidinous, and totally unsophisticated. This 

big-deal,  big-bud get movie was doing nothing to depict blacks 

in a positive light. Rather, it was throwing us back. But the mu-

sic? It was divine! 

So I did as I was told and wore the bandanna. “Your ca-

reer is coming along nicely,” I reminded myself daily, “and soon 

this film will be over and you can go back to your pearls and 

eve ning gowns.” Then, one day on the set, Mr. Preminger said 

with his German accent, “Why are you always wearing that 

thing on your head? We can’t see you.” So I took the thing off 

for the rest of the shoot that day. 

The next thing I knew I was being summoned to see 

Samuel Goldwyn, the producer. His wife, Frances, met me 

outside his office. She was adorable, a  house wife who wanted 

to work, and she was flustered about something. It was hard 

to take her seriously. As I recall, my visit started with her 
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admiring the  elegant capri pants I was wearing, and I thought 

to myself, “This is going to be the dumbest conversation of 

my life.” But then she stopped with the chitchat and got a 

very concerned look on her face, as if the situation  were 

dire. 

“You do know why you’re here today, don’t you, Diahann?” 

she said. 

I told her I had no idea. 

“Mr. Goldwyn went berserk when he saw the rushes.” 

“Why? What happened?” 

“You weren’t wearing your bandanna!” 

“Oh, that’s right, so what is the plan?” 

“He wants to see you” is all she said. 

So we went into the most ostentatious office I have ever 

seen. Mr. Goldwyn was a little man who was sitting in a chair as 

big as a throne. He hardly took a moment to greet me before he 

said, “I am not going to allow you to ruin this fi lm!” 

I knew better than to ask why until he had fi nished 

spouting. 

“You cannot make decisions about your wardrobe or hair 

or anything else unless it goes through your director!” 

In a calm voice, hiding my fear, I asked what exactly he 

was talking about. 

“This is not the place for you to decide that you look better 

without a head scarf,” he barked at me. “All you have to do is do 

as you’re told!” 

He may have been justifiably upset, but that was no way to 

talk to a Harlem princess. I was now trembling, and I knew I 

had to be careful because I had a reputation of being kind of 
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fresh, not difficult, just  strong-willed. So I looked him in the 

eye and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Goldwyn, but even my own father 

would never speak to me in that manner.” I saw Frances Gold-

wyn’s jaw drop. Sam Goldwyn’s face remained stonelike. “But 

if you’d like to discuss the scarf, I’d be happy to tell you what 

happened.” 

Fortunately, I didn’t have to, because at that moment Otto 

Preminger came in and told Mr. Goldwyn that removing the 

head scarf had been his idea, not mine. 

“You really should let her go home now,” he said. 

He was protecting me, but he was also protecting his pro-

duction. He knew I was a feisty little lady. “Don’t worry about 

this at all,” Otto said as he walked me to my car. 

“You know I would never do anything you don’t tell me to 

do,” I told him. 

“I’ll take care of everything,” he said. 

If only he could have taken care of how ridiculous the 

whole movie was, with its silly squalor, Sammy Davis Jr. hop-

ping around like a blue jay, dancing and selling cocaine, Pearl 

Bailey talking like a strident, trashy black woman, and most of 

all, Sidney on strange little knee crutches, making moon eyes at 

Dorothy Dandridge. 

“Bess, you is my woman now,” he pretended to sing in a 

basso profundo. 

Well, I have to say, only Sidney was beautiful enough to 

pull off being a sex symbol who crawled around on the fl oor. 

He had those aforementioned cheekbones, and he just reeked 

of nobility and dignity, even amid all that  art-directed Negro 

squalor. 
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What can I say? It didn’t work for me then and it still

 doesn’t now. 

I sat through the recent Porgy and Bess screening in New 

York for a while. But it became too tedious. So I got up with my 

friend and we quietly ditched the Ziegfeld Theater. 

In Los Angeles, it was a lot harder to ditch Sidney. Toward 

the end of the filming, after weeks of meeting for dinner, fi nd-

ing time for quiet walks, Sidney and I  were taking a walk near 

the Chateau one night when he grabbed me. 

“All right! All right! I love you,” he said. 

“And I love you, too,” I replied. 

We finally said it. And we kissed, then we held each other 

tight and cried. 

“What are we going to do?” I asked. 

He didn’t know. He loved me, but he loved his wife, who 

was a good mother and, to make matters more difficult, a good 

Catholic. She had stuck with him through his worst years. Now, 

he said, she would ruin him and take his children, too. I said 

that I would not be able to have an affair while married to 

Monte, and would have to leave him first. After the movie 

wrapped, we would both be back in New York. Sidney was go-

ing to be in A Raisin in the Sun. I wanted to audition, too, but he 

was not encouraging me. He simply could not imagine that a 

woman would want a career in show business. “Diahann, what 

is the point?” he once said, sighing. Strange as it sounds for an 

actor, he hated anything that suggested artifice, even the pro-

motional photos for my nightclub act. 

“What is all this makeup?” he said. “You look ridiculous.” 

I was too flustered to do good work in front of him at my 
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audition for A Raisin in the Sun, and didn’t get the part. But 

gossip was spreading. Monte worried that it was true. “Are 

you involved with Sidney Poitier?” he asked. The truth was I 

wasn’t. It would be several years before we acted on our

 attraction. 

Sidney did his Broadway play. I went back to singing, and 

was so grateful that Monte helped me negotiate my contracts to 

sing at the Plaza’s Persian Room. Meanwhile, though we had 

traded Los Angeles for New York, Sidney and I continued to see 

each other. He would call me at home and hang up if Monte  

answered the phone. We’d meet at sleazy Times Square movie 

houses. After months of talk, we finally decided that Sidney 

would leave his wife and I would leave my husband and check 

into the  Waldorf-Astoria. He would register at another hotel. 

The morning I was leaving our apartment on Tenth Avenue, 

Monte was next to me in bed. I abruptly turned to him and 

said, “I’ve fallen in love with Sidney Poitier, and I’m leaving 

you.” He kicked me to the floor. Then he began to cry. We both 

did. I packed my things with my head spinning, feeling nau-

seous and so weak that it was difficult to lift even the lightest 

item. 

When Sidney arrived at the hotel that night, he did some-

thing very strange. He looked over at my small suitcase and 

asked, “Is that all you brought? You don’t plan to stay very 

long, do you?” He was suddenly in a frenzy. “I knew you 

wouldn’t be able to really leave your marriage,” he barked. “I 

knew you  wouldn’t do it!” It was very confusing, until I asked 

him the name of his hotel and realized he had not moved out 

of his  house in Westchester. Nor did he tell his wife he wanted 
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a divorce. I was too upset to say anything, and too paralyzed 

to take any action. I heard traffic below us on Park Avenue, 

and yearned to be out there on the street rather than trapped 

in this situation. But I just sat there, all nerves, but in silence. 

Finally Sidney looked at his watch and said he needed to be 

home to help put his children to bed. At three in the morning, 

I called Monte. He  wasn’t asleep. He said to come home to  

talk. 

I did, and discovered that while Monte was hurt, it helped 

for him to know I had never slept with Sidney. Maybe we could 

reconcile. Later, Sidney called. 

“Of course you went home, didn’t you,” he said. “You 

never intended to leave your husband.” He couldn’t possibly 

be serious. 

“How can you say that?” I told him. “I did what I was sup-

posed to do.” 

We agreed to get on with things, this time for real. So I 

went back to the Waldorf for a few days, but Sidney did not 

come. Again, I went home to Monte, humiliated and devas-

tated. My mother was shocked when I told her my marriage was 

in trouble. But both she and Monte’s sister felt that a baby would 

be the answer to this problem, that it would bring me down to 

earth and stabilize the marriage. 

And that’s what happened. Monte was wonderful during 

the pregnancy. So was everyone else, including Marilyn Mon-

roe. When I was performing at a posh club in Los Angeles called 

Mocambo, I sat down with her and a movie executive named 

Max Youngstein after a show. Marilyn, who wanted a baby so 

badly, looked at me and put her hand on my belly. “You must be 
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so happy,” she said with a sigh. I was, and Monte was ecstatic 

the day I put his hand on my stomach and he felt the baby kick 

for the first time. But I also knew we weren’t out of trouble. I 

hadn’t spoken to Sidney for months. But one day when I was 

close to giving birth, I bumped into him on Fifty-seventh 

Street. 

“You were never supposed to have anyone’s child but 

mine,” he said. 

He walked away before I could even say, “Good line, Sid-

ney!” 

The birth of my daughter, in 1961, was not easy, but when 

she was finally out, I was ecstatic to be a mother. We were all 

ecstatic. But I also knew deep down that nothing had changed 

for me and my feelings about my marriage. I was standing 

in the hospital when I told my mother, “I’m going to leave 

Monte.” 

“Oh no, I thought that was over,” she said. 

“I love my baby and I care about Monte, but I  can’t stay 

with him,” I said. 

“Are you leaving because of Sidney?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I have to move on.” 

We didn’t separate immediately. For a while, things stayed 

the same. I went back to singing. My engagement at the Plaza 

continued to make me happy, as did fussing over my infant. 

The only problem I ever had at the Plaza was the time that 

management told me they didn’t think I should be singing a 

song by Oscar Brown Jr. called “Brown Baby.” Two executives 

reported to me that some people in the audience found the lyr-

ics offensive. 
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Brown baby, as you grow up, 

I want you to drink from the plenty cup . . .  

It was a lovely lullaby to sing to a child about living with a 

head held high in a better world. I told the executives that I sang 

this song for my baby daughter. “This is not an offensive lyric, 

it’s a dream for my child,” I said. I was careful not to embarrass 

them. But I said, “We  can’t let audiences dictate what I’m going 

to sing.” And I prevailed. It was another instance of my ability 

to keep control of any situation involving anything other than 

love and men. I took my singing very seriously, and would not 

have it compromised. Singing always got me through my life, 

and it always would. 

Suzanne was four months old when I received a screen-

play. It was for Paris Blues, a kind of double romance about two 

expatriate musicians and a couple of vacationing teachers from 

the United States. I wanted to do it. It had a social awareness 

that was very compelling and it showed two sophisticated black 

characters that would be just the thing to move the national 

conversation along. I got the part, and ended up playing Joanne 

Woodward’s sidekick. Guess who played Paul Newman’s? Sid-

ney. I thought it would be fine. I’d grown up and had a baby, 

and Sidney had a new one, too. 

Monte didn’t want me to do the film and be in Paris with 

Sidney, but he also knew that roles like this didn’t come along 

often. The baby, at four months, was too young to travel. I left 

her with him and flew to France, my mind reeling all the while. 

When I got there, I calmed down. It was so wonderful to watch 

Joanne Woodward at work. Seeing the rushes of one of her 
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scenes, I heard Marty Ritt, the director, remark about the won-

derful things she could do in front of a camera. He was right. I 

watched how she could just stand still and conjure exactly what 

it took to make a scene work. I was studying diligently at the 

Actors Studio in those years (and Marlon Brando had sent me 

boxes of books on the craft of acting) and I had developed as an 

actress. Watching Joanne deepened my conviction, and I car-

ried some of my new confidence to my scenes with Sidney. I 

think he sensed I was growing as an artist and growing up as a 

woman. 

But I was not grown up enough to know how to control 

myself. And neither was he. One night we decided to get it out 

of the way and go ahead and finally sleep together. I was petri-

fi ed and it was a total disaster. “What is the matter with you?” 

he asked. 

“I don’t know. But being with you like this makes me feel 

like trash,” I replied. 

“You want too much,” he told me. 

Perhaps. But after that I did my best to not wait around 

for my phone to ring. One night, Duke Ellington, who was 

working on the music for the film, took me out and fed me 

caviar. He treated me beautifully, and it’s exactly what I needed 

at that moment. He must have seen that I was missing some-

thing in my life. Maybe it would change when Monte and my 

parents came over from New York with the baby at the end of 

filming. I was desperate to have little Suzanne with me. When 

she arrived in my mother’s arms at Orly Airport, I could barely 

control my hysteria. I was still so young. Young enough, actu-

ally, to have originally named my child Ottille, based on the 



124 Diahann Carroll 

character I played in House of Flowers. Does that give you 

some insight into my immature, narcissistic little mind? I may 

have done things wrong raising my daughter, but at least I 

knew enough to change her name to something far more rea-

sonable a few years later. Ottille. Oy! What was I thinking? At 

any rate, I was thrilled to finish the movie with her nearby. It 

was her first road trip with me. My family was so happy to be 

in Paris. But even as my mother ran around in a giddy state, 

preparing for festive holidays, Monte and I remained es-

tranged. Meanwhile, Sidney and I met in secret and took long 

walks in the cold damp Paris nights, not unlike the ones we 

took in the movie along the Seine, very glum and noir. We 

decided that something really had to be done and came up 

with a plan. 

After Paris, we would send our families home and then 

call them from Sweden (who knows  why—maybe because it’s 

such a progressive country) with our news. Guess what? It never 

happened. Sidney got called in at the last minute to be part of 

the Kennedy inauguration gala. He’d have to rush home right 

away. So there was to be no divorce announcement, and no fur-

ther plans. I ended up flying home alone. 

Months later, he met with Monte and me after one of my 

shows in New York. 

“I’m in love with your wife,” Sidney told him. “It’s been 

going on for years. Perhaps we should bring this to a head now 

so we can all rebuild our lives. I’ve talked to my wife and  we’re 

getting a divorce. I think it would be better for everyone if you 

and Diahann did the same.” Monte looked stricken, but said, 

“Well, if that’s what Diahann wants, I won’t stand in her way.” 
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So we finally went and got our divorce. It was amicable. I 

wanted him to be a part of Suzanne’s life and I was still fond 

of him. 

Monte moved out of the apartment and Sidney and I 

started dating for real, and it was wonderful. One night when 

he called, I knew it would finally be the night we’d make love. 

I finally chose a black sheath to wear with no jewelry at 

all—the look of simple elegance I was finding for myself in 

those years. I had my hair done and I took a long bath, and 

came out looking adorable and immaculate. Sidney appeared, 

looking wonderful, and that night we made love, finally, and it 

was passionate and perfect. Our relationship suddenly blos-

somed, and we had some wonderful weeks together. But even-

tually, it became clear that he had done nothing about his 

divorce. Was I that foolish that I still had hopes he would? 

Could I really have been that frightened of being alone for 

even a month? 

I asked him why he was not divorcing, as he’d promised so 

often. 

“Diahann, you just don’t understand. You’re such an in-

grate,” he said. 

“Sidney, we’re back at the same old place again,” I said. 

“Because you keep putting us there,” he said. 

I continued to see Sidney. He seduced the entire cast of 

No Strings with his charm when he came to see us in tryouts. 

And I almost got fired from the show when I got a call from 

him from a movie set in Yugoslavia and he told me he needed 

me to come right away. Richard Rodgers was furious, but I 

went, a long exhausting flight, only to find Sidney cold and 
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uncommunicative when I fi nally arrived. One night, the cast 

of his movie was singing at a piano bar. I asked if I could join 

them. “Diahann,” he said, “every black person can either 

dance or sing, and I wish you’d stop.” He still had no respect 

for me, and he sent me home from Europe tourist class. I 

should have clobbered him for the way he was treating me. 

But each time he hurt me, I just bounced back as if nothing 

were the matter, as if I didn’t mind being abused and hurt on 

a regular basis. 

Maybe my trouble was that my parents had always de-

ferred to people they perceived as more powerful than them-

selves. Or was it that all those years ago my parents left me in 

South Carolina, and I’d had abandonment issues ever since? All 

I knew was I had chosen a man who was totally unavailable. 

It’s always the same. Around men, I don’t like myself much. 

Time passed. I dated my road manager, when No Strings 

went on a national tour. Sidney called my hotel in Los Angeles 

and woke up my mother and daughter. 

“You bitch, whore, tramp,” he yelled. “I know he just left 

your bed. I won’t have you running around with other men. 

You belong to me!” 

We fought until—lo and  behold—on the spur of the mo-

ment he decided he’d buy me a ring and fly to Mexico for his 

divorce. Stupid as it sounds, I believed it, and told my mother. 

“Oh no,” she said. “Where will this end?” 

He bought me the ring. He got the divorce in Mexico. 

Then he flew to Utah to make a western with James Garner. I 

went back to New York to decorate a  ten-room apartment on 

Riverside Drive that he had purchased. I was only home a few 
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days when he called to say his wife was having second thoughts. 

Our wedding plans would have to be postponed. This time it 

didn’t bother me so much. Therapy was helping me understand 

myself a little better, and the more liberal current of the times 

allowed me to appreciate the out-of-wedlock relationship we 

had. I thought we’d eventually marry. But when the apartment 

was ready and I was about to move my daughter in with me, 

Sidney told me he didn’t want her there, even though she’d  

been part of the plans from the start. 

He changed the locks so I  couldn’t get in. Then he made 

me write him a check to offset his purchase and decorating 

costs. I did not even object. I did as I was told, submissive and 

desperate. 

How did it end? In Nassau, where we had a lovers’ spat, 

and quite a public one at that. In a busy harbor, with a friendly 

crowd watching us, he refused to let some adoring locals help 

him start the engine on our dinghy. He became very angry. 

That’s when I saw the real Sidney, as if for the first time. I 

suddenly understood his insecurities. I had always seen him as 

all-powerful. Suddenly I could see his flaws, and mine as well. 

And just like that, I knew it was over for real. Both of us knew, 

after nine years. Done! Basta! We said good-bye and we 

parted. 

Did I learn anything from the  whole decadelong dating 

debacle? Perhaps not, but I will say that Sidney and I are now 

friends. That’s a lovely thing that comes as you  age—forgiveness 

and perhaps a relaxing of standards just enough to give your-

self and others a break. I’ll never forget the time I ran into him 

after years of not seeing him. It was about ten years ago, and I 



128 Diahann Carroll 

had moved into my new condo, and I had a toothache that had 

me rushing off to the dentist. I was sitting in my Rolls waiting 

for someone to move the car blocking my way. I’m sure I was 

not looking my se nior-glamorous best, without any makeup. I 

was in pain, after all, and my cheek was swollen and I was in a 

hurry to get going. So although I cringe now at the thought of 

being so impatient, I honked my horn. And out of the lobby 

doors came none other than Sidney. He looked over at me, nod-

ded regally, and I  couldn’t hide. I was holding my hand to my 

cheek, in pain. 

“I can’t believe it! Sidney,” I slurred. “You live here?” 

He looked through my window, with a demonic grin. “Ex-

cuse me,  ma’am,” he joked at me. “Let me move my little car out 

of your way.” 

We both shook our heads and laughed, and whatever was 

left of my animosity fell away for good. Why hold each other 

responsible for what we did as children? 

Not long ago, we were presenting together at an awards 

ceremony in New York. As we watched the young people scram-

bling all around us, people living at the  white-hot center of 

things with long futures still ahead of them, we smiled like two 

contented grandparents. Sidney put his arm around me. 

“Did I ever tell you how much I admire your work?” he 

said. 

“No, I don’t believe you ever did, Sidney,” I replied. “But 

thank you.” 

There was another time when we ran into each other in 

my lobby. I was heading outside to my daughter’s car. I guess 

Sidney had seen that she was out there waiting. 



Men, Take Two 129 

“Take my arm, Diahann,” he commanded. 

“What are you talking about? Why?” I asked. 

“Just put your arm in mine and let’s walk up to Suzanne 

and surprise her.” 

So I did as I was told. And my poor daughter saw me on 

the arm of this man who had been a large part of the 

problems of her childhood. We were standing right in front 

of her car. 

She took one look at us and muttered, “Not you two 

again!” 

We all had a laugh over that, a nice long one. 

It’s a shame I didn’t have that kind of perspective on the 

relationships I found myself in after Sidney. A good laugh at the 

absurdity might have made things easier. 

¢ 

The years went by, male companions came and went. 

Alan Marshall was a handsome black actor, but no star. I’m 

sure the trappings of my life in my Julia years  were part of my 

appeal to him. He moved into the mansion I had just bought 

while I was working on a singing tour between seasons of Ju-

lia. And he did so without my knowing it. This house in Bev-

erly Hills had been owned by the son of Barbara Hutton, the 

famous Woolworth heiress. It was enormous, with its water-

fall and swimming pool with a black bottom, unusual in those 

days. There was a large staff, a man in charge of cars, another 

in charge of the gardens, a nanny for my daughter, and a cook 

who didn’t know how to cook. (I could only bring myself to 
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fire her when she served game hens with the giblets still 

wrapped in paper in lieu of stuffing.) I once overheard Alan 

tell someone it was the home that I had bought for him. I let it 

go, as I chose to ignore all the signs that he was troubled, be-

cause, well, every princess needs her prince, and when I looked 

at us in the mirror, I thought I’d found mine. Okay, he was a 

little jealous. 

But jealousy is one thing, verbal abuse is another. Instead 

of putting a stop to the verbal abuse for good, I let it continue. 

Then I started putting up with the physical abuse he doled out 

on a regular basis. The prospect of being alone was too un-

bearable for me at the  time—until Sidney and I parted, I had 

never lived without a partner in all of my adult life, and  here I 

was in my thirties! So I didn’t show him that I had the slight-

est amount of self-respect. (Analysis eventually helped me 

recognize that living alone was something I needed to try. I 

now realize I didn’t accomplish this until the end of my fourth 

marriage. Some of us are slow learners.) When I was with 

Alan, it was such a  guilt-ridden time (capitalist pigs had en-

tered the vernacular) that I thought it was possible I deserved 

to be treated badly just for being so wealthy. I was a big  to-do 

at a cultural moment when monetary success was suspect. 

And when you’re a success, it only makes the critics more 

shrill. 

The question that kept coming up at the time was, “What 

kind of single black mother was I supposed to be as Julia any-

way?” Twentieth  Century-Fox and NBC expected the kind 

that got top Nielsen ratings! And yet the pressure to be some-

one  else never let up in my three years on the show. I was not 
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ignorant about the issues of civil rights in this country, or my 

place as a national celebrity who could voice opinions to help 

make changes. That’s why I hosted  fund-raisers for the Stu-

dent Nonviolence Coordinating Committee with Harry Bela-

fonte and Stokely Carmichael in my home. I supported the 

Black Panthers and Shirley Chisholm’s bid to be the fi rst black 

female president. In fact, her major Los Angeles  fund-raiser 

was in my home. But deep down, I never saw Julia as a docu-

mentary, and I didn’t see why, to be worthwhile, it had to be 

about a black woman wearing an Afro and dashiki and living 

in a ghetto. It was a sitcom. And it was a successful one. I 

knew why it was pulling in the ratings, too. It made the white 

majority feel comfortable with a black lead character who was 

not offensive to them in any way. And frankly, it was a role I 

was glad to portray. 

Race, of course, is a major factor in my life, though it’s 

never been my sole preoccupation. I grew up in schools with 

integrated classrooms. My mother constantly reminded me that 

I was not to be pushed into letting the color of my skin deter-

mine my entire life. I was trained by people who related to me 

based on my talent and ambition, not my race. I  wasn’t a sell-

out, as I had been accused of being by some, but rather someone 

looking to do what I perceived as quality work. 

Still, people wanted to know what kind of black woman I 

was. Oh, that question! Well, let’s see: I was the kind of black 

woman who, when asked to play drums with Harry Belafonte 

on one of his specials, could not. After a few days of rehears-

ing a calypso song with him, well-meaning Harry discovered 

that I just could not beat a drum hanging around my neck and 
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sing at the same time. And as much as he adored me, Harry 

had to accept that. What kind of black woman was I? The 

kind who went in front of advertisers and buyers at the “up-

fronts” before the first season of Julia and told them: “Hello, 

I’m Diahann Carroll, and I was raised by a nice Jewish family 

in Beverly Hills!” That broke the ice and got a laugh from the 

crowd. There  were just so many questions to answer from the 

press in those years, and even as I took them on, I was appre-

hensive. 

I was under the political microscope for Julia like you 

wouldn’t believe. But I didn’t have the expertise to discuss the 

socioeconomic situation of the  African-American community. 

Nor did I feel I should have to defend the character of a polite 

nurse with excellent taste in clothes, some of which I brought 

to the set from my own closet. I was simply trying to get com-

fortable playing a hardworking, financially strapped single 

mother who slept on a  living-room sofa in a  one-bedroom 

apartment. 

The studio had its hands full with all the complaint let-

ters, and had to hire two  full-time assistants just to answer all 

of them. And many psychologists, politicians, and journalists 

all felt it was important to meet with me about the show’s 

impact. 

I also had my hands full with Hal Kanter, the show’s cre-

ator. He and I constantly discussed the material he was craft-

ing. I was already established when Julia took me into the 

homes of millions. And when I inhabited a character, I did so 

completely—which, on occasion, brought me into confl ict 

with Hal. He once wrote a scene in which I got so upset I 
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tossed a baby into the air. As I confess in a later chapter, I’ll 

never be given an award for mothering, but tossing a baby 

into the air is something I know a mother is not inclined to 

do. I told Hal so. He didn’t want to change the script, and so 

he left the Fox lot. When I found out he was gone, I left the 

lot, too. 

He called me in a rage. “What the hell are you doing?” he 

asked. 

“What are you doing, Hal? Why did you leave the set?” A 

little give and a little take on both our parts and the scene 

worked out. 

We had our issues, and despite the turmoil around Amer-

ica’s first black sitcom, the show held up nicely. He really did 

write well. In the pilot episode, there’s a scene in which Julia is 

on the phone with crotchety Dr. Chegley, the white doctor who’s 

about to hire her, played by Lloyd Nolan. 

“You should know I’m colored,” she tells him. 

“Oh, and what color are you?” he asks. 

“I’m a Negro,” Julia says. 

“Have you always been a Negro or are you just trying to be 

fashionable?” he asks. 

It was a great line, and an important one to air on national 

television at the time. But for every bit of good many felt the 

show was accomplishing, some felt the opposite. 

Everything I said was making national news. Journalists 

tried to goad me into dismissing black nationalist groups and I 

absolutely refused. “Their purpose is to give dignity, education, 

and economic opportunity to young blacks, and that I sup-

port,” I said. 
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Race was a part of Julia’s life, but it didn’t rule the show. 

Motherhood did. But people kept insisting that Julia was living 

a lie, and only dating the nicest black men. What did people 

expect? It was network tele vi sion! Please! 

One letter writer asked, “Don’t you realize you’re letting 

the white community get away with murder by not insisting it 

address itself to the black male?” 

Actually, I had enough on my hands with the black male I 

had in my own life at the time. Flawed as he was in so many 

ways, Alan kept leading the chorus of critics. He knew what 

buttons to push. And I allowed it, defending myself against his 

accusations as if they were rational. His violence against me 

continued. I finally came to my senses the day he yelled at me in 

front of Suzanne. 

It was especially ironic because it was in my house that he 

did so. 

I took Suzanne and walked out on him then and there. 

When I returned the next day, he knocked me to the fl oor and 

kicked me in the face, shouting, “I will ruin your face!” 

It was the worst beating he ever gave me, and it was the 

last. We were through. 

¢ 

And now for something completely different—David 

Frost, the television talk-show host who ruled the culture in the 

1960s and 1970s. He was one of the best things that ever hap-

pened to me. We met in 1970, not long after the end of Alan, 

and while Julia was going into its third season. I was on hiatus, 
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and singing in New York. He came backstage after my show, 

this suave,  fair-skinned Englishman in a blue blazer and tie, 

and we ended up shooting pool with some friends. It was a 

lighthearted eve ning. Not long after that, he invited me to ap-

pear on his talk show. The hour flew. We had such a good time 

on the air that it felt like a first date. David put me totally at 

ease. We ended up being photographed out and about together 

in the weeks that followed, and it wasn’t long before we realized 

we were getting quite serious. 

The nights that followed  were giddy, fizzy, and glossy. 

They were also very busy, as I was shooting Julia and David 

was hosting his talk shows in New York and London. But he 

always found a way to find me. “Darling, I have to f ly into 

Los Angeles, tomorrow night—and we can have dinner, isn’t 

that marvelous?” he’d say. And he’d be there, looking won-

derful as we shared champagne. We  were comfortable with  

each other. His family in England, whom he eventually took 

me to meet, was lovely and felt similar to mine—decent 

middle- class people with whom I could relate. In fact, I re-

member thinking his mother and mine  were like black and 

white images of each other as they went off in their mink 

stoles together to the theater in New York. Like my mother, 

his mother had somehow created a famous son with a drive 

to charm millions. 

And charm he did. My mother was crazy about him. Al-

though she still didn’t quite understand my ability to date men 

without concern for race. 

“Don’t you get confused when you wake up in the morn-

ing not knowing if the man next to you is going to be black or 
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white?” she once asked me. “Mother, I don’t go to bed with a 

color, I go to bed with a man!” I told her. 

He was so kind to me and solicitous of her that her ques-

tions melted away. 

It seemed there was nobody who didn’t adore David and 

want him around, including the Nixons when they were in the 

White  House. (Let it be known that I refused to go!) But I went 

just about everywhere else with him, and it could be exhaust-

ing, keeping up with his  jet-set lifestyle. As our romance went 

public, we received constant coverage. But unlike the days when 

The Bell Telephone Hour called my agent to announce they  

would not consider me because I was married to Monte Kay, a 

white man, neither David nor I suffered consequences for our 

interracial relationship. In fact, Westinghouse, the broadcasting 

company that syndicated his show, was enthusiastic about us. 

David was terribly supportive of my career. He listened as 

I worried aloud about what to do after Julia. One night, after we 

saw a brutal beating scene in the fi lm Klute, I told him about 

Alan and the beatings I had received from him. He listened 

carefully, and caressed me. “Darling,” he said, taking me in his 

arms as I cried, “there are certain things we must put behind 

us. That part of your life is over now, and you have to move on.” 

At the time, I simply could not be that cavalier. Today, I know 

he was right. Does one have to dwell on bad experiences in or-

der to heal from them properly? Or is it enough to acknowledge 

them, let dealing with the trauma make you a stronger person, 

and then move on? By the 1970s, I was getting deeper and 

deeper into psychoanalysis. I was undergoing medically guided 

LSD therapy, which had a tendency to put me in vivid touch 
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with feelings and sense memories I didn’t realize I had in my 

subconscious. One memory that stood out was of being a baby 

in the womb, listening to my mother and father argue about 

whether I should be aborted. 

It was through this pro cess that I remembered being left 

behind by my mother in South Carolina as a young girl. When 

I first realized that that event actually did happen to me, I felt 

the light come pouring in on my life as a woman. I also had 

abandonment issues from that lonely year in North Carolina 

during my childhood. I harangued my mother to death about 

it. And her only response was, “There was nothing  else we could 

do at the time.” 

I would not let her off the hook. I needed to hold someone 

responsible. 

But David was simply not invested in the culture of 

self-inspection that was taking me and California by storm at 

that time. He was warm, sophisticated, intelligent, driven, but 

relatively uncomplicated—unless you tried to deal with his 

schedule. Then it became very difficult. “This summer would 

you prefer a  house in the Hamptons or elsewhere?” he asked. 

“We’ve been invited to spend time on the Christina. We should 

go!” (The Christina is the yacht Aristotle Onassis had named 

after his daughter.) We’d hop flights between Los Angeles, Lon-

don, and New York. Soon I found myself making too much of 

the difficulties of life with a very positive man in constant mo-

tion. It was an easy way to stoke my old insecurities. “You know 

you don’t deserve this man,” a little voice in my head told me as 

David lavished me with love and attention. “He’s too good to be 

true. If you open your heart to him, you’ll have it broken.” 
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He was always thinking about us as a couple, and worry-

ing about my daughter. But each time we were apart, my rag-

ing insecurities and abandonment issues took over. They 

became criticisms. If he asked me to leave Las Vegas (where I 

was rehearsing) for an eve ning in New York because he needed 

me to give him my opinion on a new comedy act he was 

breaking in, I told him he was being unreasonable, forgetting 

all the times he jumped to help me. I sabotaged our relation-

ship, finding problems anywhere I could. If he had to go off to 

report about the conflicts in Ireland, I ended up thinking he 

was having an affair while he was there. It was as if I needed to 

be the betrayed martyr. There was one awful night when I be-

came ill at a party and he didn’t leave with me quickly enough. 

I yelled that he was more concerned with networking than 

with me. He hated scenes. Frankly, I do, too. But I had to keep 

finding fault. If he thought I should travel when I didn’t feel 

like it, I judged him harshly for it. When he tried to show me 

a house he wanted to buy for us in the English countryside 

(because I had admired a similar one not long before), I told 

him I was too tired to deal with such a thing. He was actually 

trying to tell me he wanted us to live together more formally, 

as a real domestic couple. Instead, I just found fault. I was 

simply a royal pain in the ass! 

In 1972, while David and I  were still supposedly a couple, I 

was working in Vegas when I met a man named Freddie Glus-

man. He owned women’s shops at some local hotels, and was 

the polar opposite of David in every way. He had a raspy voice, 

and a jagged face that looked dangerous. He loved diamond 

wristwatches, gold rings, gold chains around his neck. 
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We had met in my dressing room after a show. The next 

day, large bouquets arrived. There  were also boxes of clothes 

from his shops. 

Despite myself, there was an animal attraction I felt to this 

very demonstrative man. 

We had lunch, we had dinner. I was vulnerable and he 

was one of those men who knows how to take care of a busy 

woman in show business. He was always there for me. And 

while I knew life with David would be a constant challenge to 

improve myself, it was all so easy with Freddie. The only thing 

I needed to do for him was show up and look pretty. I knew 

that with Freddie, I’d call all the shots, and it was awfully nice 

to be the one in control. Freddie was no fool. He knew I thought 

he was garish. (I’m not sure what you’d call the gown I was 

wearing with my over-the-top Vegas spectacles at the time, but 

never mind.) 

“Do you have to wear forty-two gold chains around your 

neck,” I would ask him. “Please, at least button your shirt so we 

can get through dinner without making the table look like a hot 

tub.” And, “Must you wear shirts that belong on a rumba 

band?” 

“I know they don’t dress this way in New York,” he’d say. 

“But does everybody you’re with have to walk around in Brooks 

Brothers blazers?” 

It went on like that for quite a while. 

“You’re not going to wear those green alligator shoes to 

dinner, are you?” 

“They match my green Piaget watch!” 

Why the hell didn’t I just get the hell out of there? Freddy 
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had a big heart and he loved and adored my daughter and my 

mother, which touched me deeply. That had a great deal to do 

with why I remained. 

That summer, I had returned to my apartment in New 

York after shooting a television special with Charles Aznavour, 

Twiggy, Louis Jourdan, and Perry Como. David and I had a 

fight at the Plaza over dinner. He had been toasting my success, 

saying “Here’s to your show,” and “Here’s to us,” and carrying 

on and on in his typically effusive way. I was seriously confused 

about what was going on with Freddie, and I really wanted to 

talk. So when he raised his glass for yet another toast, I smashed 

my glass into his. I was as stunned as he was. We decided to let 

our relationship cool. Meanwhile, I was keeping things going 

with Freddie. I felt like a  hard- core two-timer. 

One night David called and said he wanted to talk. At din-

ner at the Regency, he was not his usual buoyant self. “Darling, 

I have something to say to you,” he told me in a highly theatri-

cal manner. “I know there are differences between us, but I 

don’t want to discuss  them—they’re not all that substantial. I 

also don’t want to pressure you. But in my jacket I have two 

boxes. One contains a brooch. The other, a ring that you once 

admired in Asprey’s in London. If you accept the brooch, we 

will continue our friendship. If you accept the ring, which I 

hope you will, then we will be engaged. Which will it be?” He 

put them on the table. He looked flushed in the dim light. And 

I was too stunned to answer. During the course of the eve ning, 

I told him I would love to accept his ring, but I needed his un-

derstanding and patience as I thought hard about the prospect 

of marriage. 
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I knew that with his travel schedule I’d end up at his side 

all the time rather than face being alone. So sooner or later, 

there would have to be major compromises in my life, and I was 

worried I’d resent him for it. He also wanted children. I had a 

daughter, and was already uncomfortable about not being with 

her enough because of my career, and I really didn’t want the 

responsibility of another child. On the other hand, I loved Da-

vid and I wanted to make him happy. We really  were well suited 

to each other. 

So we became engaged, and one day we came down to the 

lobby of the Plaza hotel, where we had a small apartment, and 

found hundreds of paparazzi and television networks snapping 

pictures of us and wishing us congratulations. 

We had a lavish engagement party. We had a great time. 

But soon enough, he had to jet off to London or Australia or 

somewhere a lot farther than Vegas. I stayed in our apartment 

at the Plaza. I used to love living there, when I was earning my 

keep performing at the Persian Room. This was different. I was 

now simply the lady with David Frost. 

We’d have good times when he returned, especially over 

holidays at my California home in Benedict Canyon. He was 

wonderful, swimming and playing pool with Suzanne, so 

much fun. 

But each time he’d have to go away, I became more and 

more resentful. 

Finally I phoned him and said I wanted to call it off for 

good. 

He was shocked, but there was nothing he could do. 

As had been the case with Monte Kay, I  couldn’t make it 
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work with a man who was secure with himself and only wanted 

what was best for me. A week or two later, I was back working in 

Vegas, and Freddie was right at my side, taking care of me while 

we went to dinner or relaxed on the boat he kept on Lake Mead. 

“You two look pretty comfortable together,” one of his friends 

said. 

“Well, I’m in love,” Freddie said. 

“So why don’t you stop playing around and get married,” 

the friend asked. 

“Because she won’t marry me.” 

Then I heard these words come out of my mouth: “I’m not 

so sure about that.” 

“So, do you want to marry me?” he asked. 

“I guess so. Why not,” I replied. 

He gave me the biggest diamond ring I’d ever seen, and I 

told myself he’d take care of me forever and I’d never have to 

worry about being alone again. David called to be sure it was for 

real, and when I told him it was, he wished me every happiness. 

In February 1973, I was whisked off to a wedding dinner to 

become a wife again. I was marrying Freddie without a word to 

thirteen-year-old Suzanne, who was attending the Athenian 

School in the San Francisco Bay Area. For that level of thought-

lessness, I have no explanation. I called my mother, who told 

Suzanne the news. 

I moved through the next few months with hardly a 

thought in my head. And at first, I didn’t take it seriously when 

Freddie became jealous of some of the men with whom I worked. 

Then his accusations grew more heated, especially about my 
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working relationship with my record producer. One night in 

Lake Tahoe, I arrived back in our hotel room after a long and 

difficult day. Freddie was feeling amorous. I explained I was 

tired. That’s when he started cursing at me and hitting me. I 

had heard he could be this way, but I had never seen it before. 

But suddenly the nice, fun guy had turned into a raging bully I 

didn’t know at all. I locked the door behind me in the bath-

room. Freddie tried to break it down. Security came in and 

asked him to leave the hotel. 

He filed papers for divorce the next day in Reno. Then he 

called me to try to reconcile. I told him the marriage had never 

made any sense in the fi rst place. 

I never saw him again, and things  were over with Da-

vid, too. 

I had hurt both men very badly. And I’d hurt myself. 

To make matters worse, my career  wasn’t going anywhere. 

When Julia ended, I was not inundated with scripts. The show 

had run its course after three great years, and ratings  were 

down enough that it was a good time to sign off. But to do 

what? I had to stick to what I did best, and there  were television 

specials. 

Then, in 1974, a role came along in an independent movie 

called Claudine. I played a welfare mother in Harlem opposite 

James Earl Jones as a sanitation man. It was a totally liberating 

and gratifying experience. I loved the character who inhabited 

the gritty world Julia had assiduously avoided. My performance 

earned me a 1975 Oscar nomination. One of the journalists 

who came to interview me at the time was a managing editor 
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of Jet magazine named Robert DeLeon. He was a brilliant 

young man who at the age of fifteen had attended Moorhouse 

College on a full scholarship. I later learned he also had a 

daughter. 

I met Robert again in Chicago, where I was performing at 

the Palmer  House. He approached me after a press conference 

to ask if I would agree to have him cover my activities the day of 

the Academy Awards for his publication. When the day came, 

he presented me with a bracelet. It was an awkward, presump-

tuous gesture for a journalist covering a story. And when it was 

time to leave Los Angeles (I was disappointed after not winning 

the Oscar) to return to my singing engagement in Chicago,  

Robert had booked himself onto my flight in the seat next to 

mine. Who was this impetuous and very young man anyway, 

and what did he think he was doing? 

On the plane, he made it a point to mention, during our 

effortless conversation, that he had separated from his wife. In 

Chicago the next night, he asked me to dinner. The eve ning 

started off badly. He was very rude to the maître d’ when we 

had to wait for our table. Then he verbally abused a waiter. I 

told him he’d better calm down, and when he did, it became 

clear to me that he really was an exceptional young man. He 

was very ambitious, and a Fulbright scholar, which I particularly 

responded to because I still had issues around not graduating 

from college. He had a great position at Johnson Publications 

and a great future. We spent a couple of weeks seeing each 

other, and when he invited me to join him at a friend’s house in 

St. Thomas, I thought it sounded fun. When I heard him tell 

his boss on the phone from the  house in St. Thomas, “Guess 
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who I’m with?” I became suspicious, realized I was being used, 

and that Robert was not the way he had presented himself. I 

didn’t want to believe that, however. When he opened his suit-

case and I saw he had packed almost nothing, and I volunteered 

to lend him some money to buy some clothes, I didn’t think 

twice about that, either. I should have. 

Once again, I found myself accepting everything and any-

thing from a man who showed interest. Well, we had fun to-

gether. It didn’t matter to me at the time that he was  twenty-four 

and I was forty. In fact, older women and younger men  were a 

bit of a feminist trend at the moment. But strangely, it was the 

camaraderie I enjoyed with him. Robert could talk about any-

thing, and talk he did, first and foremost about marriage. And 

even though I’d been in therapy long enough to know it was 

okay for me to take charge around men, I let him arrange the 

wedding at Columbia University. It included exclusive coverage 

in Jet, unbeknownst to me. It wasn’t until I saw our pictures on 

the cover months later that I found out about it. 

Not long after that, Robert left his job at the magazine in 

Chicago and became a management con sultant in Oakland. 

And what did I do? I left show business to follow right behind 

him and become a  full-time house wife. 

It was career suicide, but I enjoyed being a wife, at least for 

a while. 

The trouble began with money. Robert had a modest 

income but expensive taste. And I found myself paying for 

everything—the luxurious home in Oakland (I sold my man-

sion in Beverly Hills to be in Oakland!), the Ferrari, the  gorgeous 

clothes. 
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“You have to live in a certain style,” he said. 

My credit cards  were flying and I just let it happen. 

Then the drinking started. One night he was arrested for 

drunk driving, and I had to answer questions at an Oakland 

police station to keep an item out of the newspapers. Nine 

months after moving to Oakland for his new job, Robert quit. 

He wanted to get into public relations in Los Angeles. I said it 

was fine with me, but nothing more. “You know I don’t have 

enough money to put an offi ce together,” he barked. “Why are 

you making me come to you and ask you for help?” So I told 

him I would back him until he was on his feet. He was foolishly 

optimistic, thinking he could just pick up the phone and have 

celebrities leave their press agents to be the clients of someone 

young and untested. “I’m really sorry, Robert, I  can’t do that,” 

Sammy Davis had to tell him. “And for what it’s worth, I think 

you ought to do everything you can to form this business on 

your own. Don’t become Mr. Diahann Carroll.” It couldn’t be 

avoided. When Quincy Jones also turned him down, Robert 

resorted to his last  hope—me—and pressured me to become 

his client. He’d be a press office with a client list of one. 

“For the sake of your dignity, the people in this town have 

to know you’re your own man,” I told him. “I won’t have any-

thing to do with this.” 

Eventually, I suggested I live in New York for a period 

while he continued living in Los Angeles. As the time came for 

the temporary separation, Robert grew despondent. He’d been 

drinking for days when he said to me, “You’re always going to 

be all right, aren’t you?” I asked him what he meant. “I mean,” 
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he said, “you’re always going to land on your feet, aren’t you?” 

I told him I hoped so and asked if that was a problem. “No,” 

he said. “I just didn’t know that about you. You will never  

fail.” 

I went off to a rehearsal and he did not get home that night 

at all. 

It turned out that Robert had been speeding on Mulhol-

land Drive and lost control of the car. High above Los Angeles 

on a winding road, he had tumbled to his death. 

I was stunned. And I didn’t know what to think, except 

that perhaps for the fi rst time in a long time, Robert, who had 

been so young and tormented, was finally at peace. 

I put on black and isolated myself from the world. Vodka 

and wine helped. I  couldn’t seem to get a grip for months. 

Friends could not rouse me. Robert’s things  were everywhere. 

His date book was on his desk, opened. His toothbrush and ra-

zors  were in the bathroom. Everything in my house reminded 

me of the tortured young man who had been my third hus-

band. 

It was my mother who finally got through to me. “There’s 

nothing you can do for Robert anymore,” she told me. “You’re 

still a young woman with a lifetime ahead of you. This isn’t do-

ing anyone any good, Diahann.” And just like when I was a girl, 

I listened to her. She was right. I slowly did get back on my feet, 

just the way Robert said I always would. The Huntington Hart-

ford Theater had called my agent. Carol Burnett and Dick Van 

Dyke were stepping out of a production of Same Time Next Year 

and I was wanted by producers to step into the show to play 
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opposite Cleavon Little. I put everything I had into that role, 

my fullest concentration, and it ended up saving my life. 

But I have asked myself if it was work that destroyed my 

marriage to Vic Damone twenty years  later—or the fact that for 

most women, the combination of financial success and the 

glamour of Hollywood are too combustible a cocktail for most 

any marriage. 

¢ 

Vic did not want me to go away to Toronto for a year to be 

in Sunset Boulevard. When it became clear that I might actu-

ally get the part, we were visiting friends of his in Florida. This 

packet of music arrived, and I was playing a recording and 

singing to it one day, and Vic said, “These are very challenging 

songs vocally, and you’re going to be away for a long time. I 

don’t think you should do this.” It stopped me cold. I put the 

music away. But I didn’t respond. I certainly  wasn’t ready to 

tell him that it looked like I would be offered the part. I knew 

he didn’t want me away from our marriage. And I’m still not 

positive in my heart that I didn’t feel like a criminal for want-

ing the role. He never quite said, “Do you want this marriage 

or do you want your career?” But we were certainly in the 

realm of that kind of question. So it was there in the living 

room of his friends in a pleasant golf community in Florida 

that this deep emotional crevice had become even bigger be-

tween us. 

Things had not been so peachy in our marriage, anyway. I 

knew that. We were comfortable on some levels, yes, and looked 
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like quite a happy and successful couple. But if things  were so 

great, why did I always seem to need a drink around him? For 

years, I had stayed away from the drinking that was almost 

mandatory (Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra  were my big 

show-business brothers, for goodness’ sake!) in my field. And I 

was never fond of how my mother behaved after a couple of 

drinks. But with each man and each marriage, it is true that I 

found myself needing a glass of wine or a cocktail to accom-

pany every bumpy conversation. With Vic, the drinking had 

gotten as close to dangerous as it ever had. I still remember the 

night we were out to dinner with some friends of his who 

didn’t thrill me. But he wouldn’t take my cue at the end of the 

night that I wanted to go home and do my exercises and go to 

bed. I should have just called a cab. But I was tipsy enough to 

get down on the floor and to start doing my exercises right 

there at the restaurant table. It may seem funny now, but at the 

time it was a sign that something was going very wrong be-

tween us. 

Well, the year before that little incident, something hap-

pened that I could never forget or forgive. It made drinking 

more appealing to me. And it definitely made me re-evaluate 

our marriage. 

Before leaving town one day, Vic told me to give his fi nan-

cial adviser a call. He thought I should have dinner with him 

and his wife while he was away. So the adviser called and sug-

gested a very good restaurant, and I said I’d be delighted. I liked 

his wife very much and was looking forward to seeing them. 

When I arrived at the restaurant, my heart went into my throat 

because I saw this man was sitting alone, waiting for me. I felt 
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strange immediately. My impulse was to flee, but I didn’t. I said 

hello and sat down at the table as if everything were fi ne. 

“And where is your wife?” I asked. 

“Oh, she’s not feeling well,” he said. 

“That’s a shame,” I said. “I wish you had told me that so we 

could reschedule.” 

“No, no, this is fine,” he said. 

There was something about his manner that got my an-

tenna up very quickly. He was overly solicitous and made me so 

uncomfortable that when he went to pour some wine, I turned 

over my glass. 

“I don’t care for any,” I said. 

“Oh, come on, don’t be silly,” he replied. “We’re going to 

have a wonderful eve ning and it’s a wonderful wine. Try 

some.” 

I said, “You know, I really don’t want any wine. No, thank 

you.” 

He continued to be obnoxious in ways that made me even 

more uncomfortable. Finally I got up and said I was leaving and 

told him good night. I was shocked to find he was following me 

to the parking lot. And when I opened the door to my car, he 

forced his way in beside me. 

As I struggled, I screamed, “Please get out! This is exactly 

why I’m getting the hell out of here! I think your inviting a 

married woman to a dinner when your wife isn’t present is not 

only impolite, but it’s wrong.” 

That’s when he told me, “Listen, Vic knows all about this.” 

“What are you talking about?” I said. 

“He’s knows all about this, so you don’t have to worry.” 
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It was hard to take in exactly what he was  implying—I 

didn’t actually think it was possible that my husband knew this 

would be happening. I mean how could any husband under-

stand behavior so blatantly inappropriate—that a business as-

sociate would treat his wife in such an aggressive and shameless 

manner. But in spite of my continuing to struggle with him, he 

remained in the car—trying to impose his will upon me. He 

even smiled and told me how he’d always liked my looks. It was 

so insulting and embarrassing. I told him, “Get out now,” and 

tried to push him out of the car, and he held on to my arm and 

laughed. That’s when I scratched his face. I wanted to leave a 

mark on it that he would have to explain to his wife. 

Vic was back from his trip, as I recall, when I got home. I 

walked into the  house feeling dead because I was afraid to feel 

anything. I told Vic I had gone to dinner, and his friend had not 

brought his wife, and I didn’t understand why that happened. 

Vic’s response was strangely flat and devoid of emotion. 

“You should not have gone,” he said. “Why did you go?” 

“Because you told me to go.” 

“You didn’t have to go, and when you got there, why didn’t 

you leave?” 

“But I did leave almost immediately.” 

He just shrugged and said, “Well, the only thing I can 

think is that you shouldn’t have gone.” 

This wasn’t the kind of reaction I expected from Vic. I had 

expected a completely outraged response. He was an old-

fashioned husband in so many ways. Yet he wasn’t understand-

ing of my anger and confusion. It seemed very strange. So there 

was this silence. It was the kind of silence you have when ugly 
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things are about to be said, and once they are, everything will 

change. So we didn’t discuss it further. I had a drink or two and 

we quietly went to bed. 

But that night I was so confused I could barely sleep. 

A few weeks later, Vic and I  were going to a country club 

for dinner and I told him I hoped we wouldn’t be seated with 

the financial adviser and his wife. Vic told me I was a pain in 

the neck, but called ahead to arrange that we be seated at an-

other table with our guests. And when we arrived at the dinner, 

the host met us and took me aside. He said, “I understand you 

did not want to sit at that man’s table and I’m very sorry about 

that. But you are not the first woman in this club who has had 

to put up with that. And we really are going to have to do some-

thing about it.” I told him to speak to Vic if he wished, but that’s 

all I would have to do with it and I  wouldn’t say anything to 

anyone about it. At the end of dinner, the financial adviser ap-

proached with his wife to say hello. I did not see the scratches I 

had left on his face. But I knew from the look on the face of his 

wife that she knew something had happened. She  couldn’t look 

at me at all. 

I’ve since observed that what felt like an isolated, and  

certainly isolating, event is not so singular in the business. We 

all know about the “casting couch” and the situations some 

women find themselves in when trying to break in. But lit-

tle is said about what happens on the other end of the 

spectrum—once a woman has made it. The hustling kind of 

men, and there are many who succeed in Los Angeles, cannot 

help but see beautiful women as prey, women as commodities. 

They feed off of a woman’s success. The money is easy and the 
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lifestyle can seem  fairy-tale-like; it’s certainly more fun than a

 nine- to- five job for a man who has not found the kind of

 nine- to- fi ve career that inspires him. But most women in my 

fi eld cannot bring themselves to talk about it. I know women 

who’ve had to go through what I went through—and it’s still 

happening today. In fact, despite my many marriages, it sur-

prises me that young women still come to ask me for advice 

about love and marriage. My advice, these days, is pretty sim-

ple. You can love ’em but you don’t have to marry them. After 

all, when and if it falls apart, the men almost always walk 

away without any repercussions. 

It’s a perspective I’ve acquired over time, but when that 

incident with Vic happened I didn’t see it in such terms. I only 

knew that something between the two of us had unraveled. But 

like I keep saying, I’m really very foolish around men, and if 

there was some discomfort, I’d have a drink and try to forget 

about it. 

But in some ways, I never forgot about it—to me it was 

tantamount to mental abuse by my husband. We had reached 

the lowest depth, one from which no marriage survives intact, 

because all trust and moral decency had been eliminated. 

Several years later, when I was learning that Sunset Boule-

vard was going to take me to Toronto for a year, and that Vic 

really didn’t want me to go, I found myself totally ignoring his 

wishes. My careerist mentality, the one that didn’t make it pos-

sible for me to just say “okay, dear” started to bubble up. I was 

torn, but not as torn as I might have been had he been a better 

husband. And if my view of him had changed  forever—on ac-

count of the incident with the financial  adviser—Vic’s view of 
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me changed forever when I told him I would not turn down a 

year’s contract to work in Canada. 

It was too much for his macho mind to handle. What 

would he tell his Palm Springs friends when they asked, “Where 

is your wife?” 

“Diahann’s on the road, doing Sunset?” 

It was  self-centered of me to assume everyone was happy 

for me. But it was a part I’d been wanting to play for a long 

time, and it was coming at a time when I never thought any-

thing like it would come to me again. As importantly, it would 

be another historic first—I’d be the first black actress to play 

the role. Okay, I’d already played a black bitch on Dynasty, but 

this was a deluded bitch of the silver screen in a spectacular 

production. The chance to do it was an enormous gift. But to 

Vic, it was a problem. I remember friends telling me to be care-

ful. He was the kind of man who did not want to hear his wife 

get more applause than he did, ever, and I always had to be 

aware of that. 

Perhaps that’s why he didn’t come to see me in Toronto 

very often. But one time, one of his good friends actually sug-

gested that the billboards of me that were all over the city, on 

tops of buildings and sides of buses, be taken down before he 

showed up. That way when he arrived, he wouldn’t see pictures 

of me everywhere. 

It made no difference that this was not the Broadway, Los 

Angeles, or London production. He didn’t want to see that his 

wife had become the Queen of Toronto. 

What could make a man so unsupportive? Well, I’ve 

never been a popular Italian male singer. But I do know it’s a 
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heavy load, a responsibility to carry on one’s shoulders be-

cause your musicality and masculinity and everything else 

about the way you carry yourself is involved in your work, 

even more than it is for a woman who wears tight dresses and 

high heels. I’d seen Vic’s fans when I’d been on tour with him. 

Their devotion meant something to him. I’ll never forget the 

time I was performing with him (once again, this was in Ve-

gas) and I’d heard that one of his most devoted fans, let’s call 

her Gloria, was in the audience. She had sent a note or some-

thing. Now, I’d heard about Gloria since I met Vic. She was at 

almost every show, but he only met her once, years ago, and 

since then she had always kept herself hidden from him a few 

rows back. One night the boys in the band were going on as 

they always did about Gloria being out there. I said, “Am I ever 

going to meet her? She’s like some kind of mysterious legend.” 

I went onstage to do my songs before Vic, and in the middle of 

my act, I said, “Stop the music! Ladies and gentlemen, we are 

honored to have a wonderful woman in the audience tonight 

who has been a fan of my husband’s for  twenty-five years. She 

is so loyal and so kind, and I think we should have her stand 

up so we can thank her for being that kind of fan! I want you 

to know how much I appreciate it, Gloria, and Vic does, too. 

Would you please stand up?” 

And a spotlight turned to the audience and this woman 

stood up who was huge. Absolutely huge. I think the image Vic 

had in his mind all those years was that this devoted fan was 

still the cute, svelte young thing he’d met  twenty-five years ear-

lier. I know I had had the impression she would look like Jane 

Powell. Anyway, I didn’t miss a beat. When Gloria stood up 
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in all her glory, I walked off the stage to shake her hand and 

thank her. 

But I do think I had burst a little bubble that night. Cava-

lier as show-business men of his generation could be, they really 

did have thin skin and big egos, and to find out that his biggest 

fan was literally his biggest fan must have been a little hard for 

Vic to take. I can still remember being on Dean Martin’s show in 

1965 with a group of Vic’s peers. I was in a ball gown with hair 

reaching toward heaven, and they were all in tuxedos, holding 

cocktails and cigarettes, right on the air, mind you. Old times! 

Who was on? Dean, Frank Sinatra, Joey Bishop, Danny Thomas, 

yours truly, and about six cocktail waitresses being ogled and 

teased. Clearly, these men felt it was their obligation to joke 

about women as second-class citizens. But as I grew to know 

them, I figured out how smart they were, and how decent they 

were. They were just putting on an act. So when they’d pat my 

rear, I’d just pat theirs right back. They really  were a bunch of 

adorable boys, who only pretended to be relaxed, when they 

were actually very focused and hardworking. We were like pals 

as we went around from one television variety show to the next. 

The only time there was any tension with them was when 

we were all taping a Frank Sinatra special. Frank had just re-

ceived word that Mia Farrow would not be returning home to 

him because she had been offered a role in the fi lm Rosemary’s 

Baby. We stopped shooting the show then and there, and a 

bunch of limos quickly appeared in front of the studio and took 

us all to dinner in a restaurant that had been closed for us in 

Century City. Frank looked ready to kill. His wife was choosing 

a job over him? 
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I suppose some of that same thing was happening be-

tween Vic and me in the 1980s. And now that I think of it, it’s 

also likely that this friend who suggested I have my billboards 

removed from all over Toronto had been privy to Vic’s reaction 

from a previous visit. 

“I really don’t think I can get them to take any billboards 

down,” I told his friend. 

I mean, can you imagine my telling the producer to do less 

advertising? I  can’t say that being alone in Toronto for that year 

made me realize how unsupportive Vic was. All I know is that I 

wish we had both been able to speak our minds. He could have 

told me directly to come home and I could have told him that 

I could not leave the most important job of my se nior years. 

Then we could have had it out in a way that at least would allow 

some real communication between us. Granted, I was not happy 

at home—however, without realizing it, I  re-created the exact 

pattern of departure from my marriage that my mother had 

created in her life. 

Hard as it was to believe, Vic even started calling my drama 

coach after seeing my performance. He asked her, “Aren’t you 

afraid of Diahann doing that role?” My drama coach, a very 

feisty lady, asked him, “What are you talking about?” 

He told her he thought it would give me thoughts of com-

mitting suicide. 

She told him, “Hell no! Diahann would never do that!” 

I thought it was interesting of him to think that. My char-

acter  doesn’t kill herself, she kills a man who disappoints her, 

and at that time, I was more disappointed with Vic than with 

myself. When I’d come to New York from Toronto on the nights 
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when the show was dark, I’d go to hear him singing at a mid-

town club where he was working. And I could not help but no-

tice a little lady, who looked to be older than Vic, who had 

invited twenty guests to his show every night before taking 

them all to dinner in expensive restaurants. At first I did not 

take her seriously. But I could see she knew what he lived  for—to 

be treated royally. It was enough that I helped him buy his Palm 

Springs  house. Beyond that, I just  wasn’t comfortable support-

ing a man who was able to work and support himself. I wanted 

to keep things evenly split financially. But, as I’d learned, Vic 

was more ambitious about golf than about his career. And this 

little lady was, and still is, very rich, with several homes and her 

own plane. She knew what she wanted. Early on, she said to me, 

“I’ve been in love with him since I was fourteen years old, and I 

don’t know how you could stand to be away from him for so 

long.” 

I told her, “Well, at this point, it ain’t diffi cult.” 

One night she gave a small dinner party at her apartment. 

I was just back in New York after closing Sunset. When she was 

seating her guests, she said, “I want Vic to be at the head of my 

table!” I was shocked. We were still married. But I thought to 

myself that if she can be that rude, then she is probably very 

strong, and smart enough to know exactly how to make my 

husband very happy, and he’s going to fall for it completely be-

cause she is very rich. 

At the end of dinner, I told him I was going home alone. 

I walked into the same apartment on Riverside Drive that 

I had decorated so zealously for Sidney, the husband who never 

materialized to live there with me so many years before. I could 
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not keep from looking back and feeling like an absolute failure. 

Sure, I had just triumphed in Toronto. But my marriages had 

been nothing but disastrous, and a successful marriage was still 

stuck in my head, my old-fashioned,  proper- girl head, as the 

ultimate goal. 

Separation had become the only option. And I had some 

thinking to do. It took a long time, but little by little, over the 

course of months, I started to feel a change. I asked myself, 

“What are you going to do with yourself when you get up in the 

morning, Diahann? Is it possible to be comfortable putting your 

two feet soundly on the floor and saying, ‘I’m single and I’m 

happy’? Because, my dear, there won’t be any shoes under the 

bed other than your own! So why don’t you try something new, 

and try living in a different way and keep the damn shoes away 

from the bed and see how it feels?” 

And that’s exactly what I did. It was not easy at fi rst. But 

then it got easier and more pleasant. I found the majority of my 

time was spent with more interesting people who stimulated 

me and made me laugh. And we would do the kinds of things I 

liked doing, cultural things rather than singularly sports-related 

things, traveling to stimulating places rather than purely relax-

ing ones. And when I was at a party or dinner, I could look 

across a room and recognize the kind of person I’d want to talk 

to, and I would be able to talk to him or her without the burden 

of having to answer to someone on my arm. 

There was no golf, and better yet, there was no jealousy or 

guilt or mind games. 

And I thought to myself, “How wonderful that I can fi -

nally enjoy being alone!” 
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You know, ten years ago, I did not understand women who 

chose to be alone. But now, when I walk through my condo 

door after a lovely eve ning, it just feels marvelous. The other 

night I was coming back from an eve ning out, and as I was 

walking through my lobby—dressed to kill, I might  add—a 

neighbor saw me and said, “Oh, don’t you look wonderful, 

Diahann! We should have taken you with us!” 

I didn’t know what to say. Was she suggesting that I would 

have been happier going out with her and her husband than 

alone at dinner with my friends? There’s an assumption in our 

society that a woman alone in a restaurant is lonely and that she 

needs a dinner partner, even if she has to rent one. I know 

women who do that. 

It is a wonderful feeling to know your life is full just as 

it is. 

That is not to say that I’m not open to relationships. I still 

have my beauty regimen before bed each night. I moisturize 

and brush my hair and enjoy my lovely lingerie. 

It has taken some time to get to this present state of mind. 

Some months after I left Vic with his lady in New York, I 

was back in Los Angeles, and I was still smarting from the loss 

of my marriage when I was sitting on the floor in the dark. I 

don’t know why I had even bothered calling to tell Vic at that 

moment that I had just been diagnosed with breast cancer. I 

had already stressed him out with complaints about my injured 

leg from a fall I’d taken in Sunset Boulevard. I was, I guess, just 

a pain in the ass to him by that time. It just seemed that it was 

important health news to share with him, and I told him I 

didn’t want him reading about it in the papers first. I wanted 
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him to know that this was happening to me and that it was not 

necessarily serious. 

His reply was shocking. “Oh, shit! What next, Diahann?” 

he said. Then he slammed down the phone.  Wouldn’t that make 

your knees crumble and put you on the floor? I was alone. I had 

cancer and I was out of work. 

I think I knew that I’d eventually land on my feet. 

But that night I was flat out on my ass. 
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FIVE 

Sickness and Health 

malibu was calling me in the spring of 1997.  my 

old friend Nigel (a charming actor whom I had met years ago 

through my mother) and I would go driving up the Pacifi c 

Coast Highway looking at summer rentals. I thought it would 

be a nice change to be by the ocean, find a place where Mom 

could visit with me and enjoy a vacation. There was one place 

that was just so airy, with a big open kitchen facing the ocean 

and a fi replace in the den, and I just imagined how relaxing it 

would be. She could be Malibu Mabel, I could let some clean 

sea air into my new life, and we could hold court on a balcony 

looking over the ocean. 

But that plan was not meant to be because shortly thereaf-

ter, I received the news that there was a spot on my mammo-

gram. It was nothing I could see, even with the doctor pointing 

it out to me, but before I knew it, I was having a biopsy. The 

results came back immediately. 

“Good news and bad news,” said Dr. Barry Rosenblum, a 
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very warm man and a good friend. “You do have cancer, but it 

is so early that the tumor is less than a centimeter in size, and 

we can be very happy about that.” 

I didn’t panic when I heard the news. I do remember think-

ing, “But I have always taken such good care of myself, exercised 

and eaten well!” It was as if I’d paid my union dues and was 

expecting a pass for the rest of my life. I mean what gives one 

cancer? Who knows? Thin, nonsmoking nutrition nuts get it. It 

seems to me that other than smoking and genetics, you  can’t 

blame cancer on anything specific. It is too often blamed on 

stress. Stress! When I was a girl, we didn’t know the word stress. 

Life is always fraught and difficult, and if it isn’t, you aren’t 

really alive. So I didn’t look to blame my cancer on anything. 

I looked exactly the same, yet suddenly everything was 

different. I had cancer. I had a new job to do, and that’s when I 

pulled myself out of the initial stupor I felt after getting the 

news and became very businesslike, almost as if I  were dealing 

with a problem with an orchestral arrangement. 

“Might it be someplace  else in my body?” I asked my 

doctor. 

“We’re just going to deal with this first,” he said. “With 

cancer, you must take things step by step.” He sounded a little 

off, a little sheepish. 

“Is there anything else I should know?” I asked. 

“Well, yes. I’m afraid I have to have my associate take care 

of you for the next two weeks. I promised my children we’d go 

away together in July, and I’ve already postponed once, and I 

just  can’t disappoint them again. It’s too important.” 

“Barry,” I told him, “you don’t know how right you are!” 
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I meant it. I knew from personal experience the emotional 

costs of putting work before family. But I was also worried. I 

was fortunate to need only radiation. It would be a  nine-week 

program, starting as soon as possible. Suddenly there was a lot 

to think about. I had to tell everyone. And my goodness, they 

had so much to tell me in return. The phone never stopped 

ringing with friends wanting to be helpful with information 

and connections. It was overwhelming, but also endearing and 

ultimately useful to me because I like as much information as 

possible. Only this bordered on overload. “This doctor is head 

of oncology! This doctor is my neighbor’s brother and he’s a 

genius!” I heard about alternative medicine, acupuncture, and 

naturopathic practitioners, the value of Sloan-Kettering in New 

York, meditation, diet, and God knows what  else. It became a 

cacophony of opinions. One question kept coming up more 

than any other. “You’re going to go to Cedars- Sinai, aren’t 

you, Diahann? They have the best treatment in California! Plus 

it’s five minutes from your house!” In fact, that’s where I as-

sumed I would have my radiation treatments. My doctors are 

all there and it’s a great hospital, of course. But when I went in 

for a consultation, I realized it’s just such a big impersonal 

place. There was also the possibility of running into all kinds 

of people whom I knew or who recognized me there, and that 

made me uneasy. Besides, I actually wanted a little distance be-

tween my home and my radiation treatments. I just thought it 

might be nice to have my treatments closer to the ocean, where 

the air and light is always fresher. 

After much research, I found a much smaller institution, 

St. Johns Medical Center in Santa Monica. Friends  were skeptical. 
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But I had to trust myself on this one. St. John’s has a stellar 

reputation, with state- of-the-art cancer treatments, including 

the latest in radiation technology. Plus, when I got out of my car 

for my first appointment, I could feel the ocean air nearby. The 

air is very refreshing in Santa Monica. The staff was incredibly 

warm, the facility far less imposing in size, and the atmosphere 

was better for me in every way. So I knew I’d made the right 

choice. And I think that there are times when taking control 

based on your gut can be just as beneficial as doing what every-

one tells you to do. The treatment was going to be part of my 

life for several months. Why not have it done at a place that I 

knew was excellent, but that was also more pleasant for me? 

Nigel said we could have lunch by the ocean after each treat-

ment. That sounded wonderful! 

So the fi rst day, he drove me in my Rolls, right up to this 

hospital. And a young man in the radiation oncology depart-

ment guided me in to look at the machine. It was the biggest 

machine, just huge. I had to take off my blouse and bra, and I 

was given a cotton bra to wear. The  whole thing was not nearly 

as embarrassing as I thought it would be. Anyway, I  wasn’t 

about to show how scared I was. I felt it was better not to ac-

knowledge my fear. In fact, I was rather jovial (to help cover 

up my tension) as I lay down on this black  conveyor-belt-like 

thing that moved me into place. The young man administering 

the radiation could not have been more accommodating. I ad-

mired his skill at making small talk in order to keep me at ease. 

(Being with staff who are able to make light conversation can 

really make a difference in how you feel about a medical proce-

dure.) Anyway, I liked this fellow very much. I was lying there 
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under the radiation machine, as if in a cave, and not feeling a 

thing as it did its work, the thought inexplicably came to me 

that if a cure for cancer  were found, then this young man and 

thousands of others would be out of work. Each year 140,000 

women are diagnosed with breast cancer alone. My treatment 

took a half hour. 

I had the most incredible team. The head of radiation on-

cology was Dr. Takita. I will always remember our talks. He 

explained to me that it’s very hard for specialists to deal with 

cancer because it keeps changing, one strain transforming into 

another. But he also assured me that treatment has progressed 

so far in recent years that many people live with it as a chronic 

rather than a terminal illness. I cannot tell you how grateful I 

was to have a doctor who was so open to conversation and shar-

ing information. When I was telling him about Vic’s brusque 

reaction to my news, he told me how differently families deal 

with things in Japan. Beginning in his childhood, his parents 

had prepared him for life changes, not just love and marriage, 

but aging and illness, too. It’s a good way of keeping you from 

wasting time, knowing you only have so many years to be young 

and foolish, and only so many years to be free of worries about 

your health as an adult. Dr. Takita was the first doctor to talk to 

me openly about menopause. None of my friends were pre-

pared to talk about it. We can see it happening to one another, 

but don’t want to put it into words. In America, people tend to 

run from illness and aging, rather than embracing them. But 

Dr. Takita and his team of therapists wanted to know how my 

family was reacting to my cancer. Did they see me as a  whole 

person, not just a cancer patient? 
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Yet I  couldn’t help but feel contaminated, and I felt I didn’t 

have the blessedly clean body I once had. Suddenly there was 

this virus, this germ in my body, that made me feel uncomfort-

able, unattractive, and out of control. So it helped that Dr. 

Takita and the therapists on his staff worked to help me over-

come my insecurities. St. John’s is very much geared for the 

cancer community, with all kinds of support programs for pa-

tients and their families, from diet con sultants to group ther-

apy. One of the most supportive things Dr. Takita did for me 

during my treatment time was tell me it was fine for me to have 

a glass of wine at lunch after I left radiation. 

“You’re kidding,” I said. “Really?” 

“You have to keep living,” he said. 

And that’s what I did. My friends  were amazing. They’d 

pick me up after my treatments and we’d go have lunch on the 

beach. I felt they were as important as the radiation at that time. I 

didn’t want to involve my mother too much because she was 

pretty frail by then and I didn’t want to upset her. I’d been per-

forming on the road constantly for much of my life, so I’ve been 

lucky to have friends who understand that and who still would 

stand by me when I needed them most. Their intentions in help-

ing me with cancer  were just so loving and pure. As you get older, 

friends become more and more important. They can keep you 

alive—in fact, studies of the elderly have actually proven that se-

niors with a larger social network live longer and healthier lives. 

Nigel was so amazing. As were other friends who invited me to 

the theater, films, and dinner and made me feel more engaged 

than I’d felt in years. They acknowledged my fears about cancer, 

but also let me know we had to continue to enjoy one another. 
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One of my biggest caregivers was my friend Marilyn. Along 

with Nigel, she was such an important source of comfort. She 

waited with me at doctors’ appointments that were a constant 

source of worry and tension. Mostly she offered the calm, car-

ing companionship I needed to feel less alone with my illness. I 

was extremely lucky to have her and so many other friends 

around to buoy my spirits. 

However, I was not so lucky to develop chicken pox in the 

middle of my radiation treatments. That’s right, chicken pox! 

My mother verified that I had had mumps but not chicken pox 

as a child, and when you have radiation, your immune system is 

depressed. “God,” I said, “I believe in testing people for endur-

ance, and I’ve always been a hard worker all my life, but I think 

you’re overdoing it here!” I really did feel overwhelmed. I mean 

chicken pox potentially all over my face and body while strug-

gling with cancer? But even as I fussed and fumed, some voice 

inside of me said, “Oh, be quiet, Diahann. You’re going to han-

dle this. You don’t have any choice.” And so I did. 

Radiation was postponed, and I went shopping. I mean, 

what  else was there to do when a new wardrobe was required of 

me? Style matters, even when you have chicken pox! So I bought 

about a dozen big white shirts, men’s shirts, because the spots 

had reached my hands, and I didn’t want anyone to see them. 

Thankfully, the spots stopped at my neck and did not get onto 

my face. That would have been awful for someone as vain as I 

am. “Does this mean you’re giving me a break, God?” I asked. 

As soon as I  wasn’t contagious, I’d go out to dinner again with 

friends. 

I eventually went back to radiation. Connie Chung did a 
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segment about my cancer, following me right into treatment. I 

was thrilled to do this because the conversation Connie and I 

had was the kind women friends might have shared, but in this 

case it was for a national network audience of millions of women 

who  were too intimidated to discuss their situations. But my 

manager, Brian, and others had helped me decide not to try to 

keep my illness a secret. 

It sounds less of a big deal now than it was ten years ago. 

After all, when someone like Elizabeth Edwards spoke so hon-

estly and openly in the middle of her husband’s presidential- 

primary campaign, it is hard to imagine why anyone would 

keep it to herself. But I can tell you why it’s easy to fall into se-

crecy. It’s because you don’t always want people asking how you 

are and reminding you of this frightening thing in your body. I 

like attention when I’m on the stage. When I’m having dinner 

or on the phone, I like a little more give-and-take. So it would 

have been easy to just bury the  whole thing. On the other hand, 

I knew so little about my illness going into it that I thought it 

would be wonderful to get some more information out there to 

the general public. But there was and still is such a stigma about 

having cancer in Hollywood. Colleagues told me going public 

had a negative effect on their careers, and that it certainly didn’t 

help them seem as attractive and desirable in a sexist industry. 

So it was a big deal for me to decide that I would give interviews 

and say, “Yes, I have breast cancer.” And it was wonderful to 

receive calls later from women in the industry who told me they 

were facing the same challenge. 

The thing is, I was lucky. I didn’t need chemotherapy. 

They’d caught my cancer early, and I  wasn’t sick or inca-



 171 Sickness and Health

pacitated by my treatments. I didn’t even have a sensation of 

burning while being radiated. Radiation today has become so 

sophisticated and precise that it impacts your life only mini-

mally. Even chemotherapy has become more precisely cali-

brated, so although it still can be exhausting, some women 

don’t even lose their hair. The radiation darkened a spot of my 

skin, but there was no pain. And my energy level remained 

high. So I had no trouble giving interviews. 

I gave a number of interviews. And it turns out that be-

ing a spokesperson is a role I enjoy. And of course I had been 

wearing wigs for years, so when women undergoing chemo-

therapy needed some advice, who better than I to give it to 

them? Women had always related to me as a role model. Now 

I was looked up to for another reason. And getting out there 

to talk about my problem turned out to be as beneficial to me 

as it was to the people I was speaking to. I genuinely believe it 

was good for my health. I did interviews on radio and in 

newspapers. I signed on with various organizations, such as 

the American Cancer Society. One, called the Wellness Com-

munity, has created a network of facilities where people can 

drop in for information about the best way to deal with can-

cer, and with situations having to do with work, family, and 

expenses as well. Several times a year, I also address large 

groups of lower-income women from the black, Hispanic, and 

Asian communities. 

I talk about my own experience, and about the need for pre-

vention. The  whole world of cancer needs demystifying, particu-

larly in lower-income communities. Women are still intimidated. 

So while things are always improving in terms of the number of 
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people getting mammograms, I still meet plenty of women who 

would never consider having one. They believe the machine is 

dangerous. By hearing me tell my own story, they come to view 

the pro cess as much more accessible. It helps for them to see 

someone of color talk about these issues. These women need to 

hear from a  ten-year survivor that mammograms are not dan-

gerous and that without them, my cancer would have spread. 

It can be quite shocking. I remember one day when two 

women approached me at the dais after a talk I gave in Hous-

ton. They wanted to know if I would go home with them to  

speak to their mother personally. She was refusing to have a 

mammogram. She believed that there was nothing available to 

help fi ght cancer anyway, so why bother? In fact, this lady told 

her daughters that it wasn’t even possible that someone famous 

like me would be coming to town to discuss her cancer. I actu-

ally considered going with these girls and making a personal 

appearance at their mother’s home. But I also wondered if cross-

ing that kind of boundary was a good idea. You can always do 

more, I guess. But in the end, someone from my organization 

got involved. I was just glad I was in a position to help at all. 

In another city, I was giving my talk and explaining that a 

mammogram truck would be coming in on Thursday. A woman 

came up to me and asked, “Does that mean for black women, 

too?” Another asked if Asian women  were included. I was just 

stunned to hear from women who believed they would be 

turned away from testing because of the color of their skin or 

the language they spoke. It’s all so enlightening. I would prob-

ably never have the opportunities to visit these communities, 

learning so much about our country, if I had not had cancer. 
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One day I was at a hotel in Chicago, where I was shooting 

The Delany Sisters. I was eating breakfast very early in the morn-

ing before going off to the set, when three young ladies on the 

staff of the hotel approached to thank me for a radio spot I’d 

done. After they had heard it, they vowed to go get their mam-

mograms together, and two of the three discovered they had 

breast cancer early. There we were, at dawn, three strangers, 

sharing something so important, lifesaving really. We were all 

 cancer- free. 

It’s ironic: I’d spent my life on the road, and just when 

things  were slowing down in my professional life, I found it 

necessary to speak in public to share my cancer experience with 

others. I’m still performing, too, of course, concerts, nightclubs, 

and the like. I have to admit that at this stage of my life, it’s a 

shot in the arm to know that hundreds and sometimes thou-

sands of people want to come hear me. 

It’s been ten years since I had cancer, and they say that after 

seven or eight years you’re pretty much in the clear. But I have 

never felt completely at ease. Each time I go for a mammogram, it 

makes me anxious, and when the appointment in my book tells 

me I have one on Thursday at 3 p.m., I am tense until the moment 

I hear “you’re fine.” I worry for those around me, too. Like Nigel, 

who had been so good to me when I was going through treatment 

(even as he was finding out that he had cancer himself). We sit 

together, alone or with Sharon, his friend, having drinks and 

holding hands. Often it is on my terrace around sunset, when the 

Hollywood Hills outside my window are glowing. 

The other day he called and asked, “Is it the golden hour 

yet?” 
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He lives nearby, and knows he doesn’t have to ask if it’s 

convenient to come over. He knows he can just come. And so 

we sit, enjoying the magnificent view. Nigel is a gentleman, 

younger than me and  Caribbe an-born and -raised, with the 

most beautiful lilt in his voice that only adds to his charm and 

dignity. The only time we ever had an argument was when he 

was complaining about the hospital where he was going for his 

cancer treatment. I had never heard of it and made it my busi-

ness to badger him until he changed hospitals. Now he’s much 

more comfortable and confident that everything that can be 

done is being done. But we don’t talk about our health all that 

much.  We’re enough at ease with each other to know we don’t 

have to discuss it. It’s a tribute to his character, I think, that Ni-

gel has not become his illness, and continues to delight every-

one he knows. If there’s something he needs to share, he shares 

it. He still has his wicked humor. And he hasn’t lost one ounce 

of his capacity to enjoy life. 

We enjoy a glass of wine or a cocktail with tinkling ice in 

our glasses and warmest thoughts in our hearts. No doctor has 

told us we can’t have our cocktails. So  we’re having a good time 

for now, no matter what the future may bring. One eve ning 

when I was feeling  low—it was my birthday—he put on a Tony 

Bennett record in my living room and asked me, “May I have 

this dance?” It was as therapeutic as any treatment. When you 

are ill, friends are a very potent and necessary form of therapy. 

Cocktails, indeed. Just as I’m reluctant to give up my high 

heels, I am not one to give up my cocktails. Besides, with the  

news today touting red wine as good for cholesterol counts, and 

doctors recommending that a couple of drinks a day may be 
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more beneficial than detrimental to your health, perhaps they are 

just as healthful as the pomegranate juice I drink for its antioxi-

dants. Who knows? But I do try to stay in good condition so that 

if anything goes wrong again, I’ll be strong enough to fi ght it. 

The stronger you are, the better shape you’re in, the more chance 

you’ll have of surviving whatever hits you in your se nior years. 

Since cancer, I also fi nd that I am far more conscious of 

how I’m spending my days. What do I want to do? And with 

whom? I make more time for friends than I ever have before. 

Most importantly, I cherish every moment that I have with 

my grandchildren and their  mother—my daughter, Suzanne. 

A few years ago, she was visiting me in Los Angeles on her 

birthday, when she told me she had not had her mammogram. 

Although she always wanted to make her own way in the 

world without my string pulling, she was happy that I sug-

gested she could get to be seen right away at a private facility 

that I use. You’re in and out of there quickly, and best of all, 

you get your results right away. So I went with her and sat in 

the waiting room, and even as I delighted in reading books to 

my grandchildren and marveled at their excellent waiting-

room manners, I worried intensely about what was going on 

inside with the exam. This was, after all, the place where I fi rst 

got the news of my breast cancer. Would the doctor fi nd some-

thing on my daughter’s breast, and then ask to call another 

doctor? You always dread that. Fortunately, this was not nec-

essary. Instead, the doctor came out to see me in the waiting 

room. And we hugged.  Here I was in the very place where ten 

years before I had first heard the news of my own cancer, and 

I had to hold back some tears, but they were tears of joy. 
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SIX 

My Best Girl 

i ’ve been nominated for oscars and emmy 

awards.  And I’ve won a Tony and a Golden Globe. But a nomi-

nation for Best Performance as a Mother was never even a re-

mote possibility. I was always a hardworking woman and my 

daughter, Suzanne, always had to pay the price. These days, 

actresses often wisely take a break from their careers so that 

they can raise their children. But as one of the few consistently 

working blacks of my day in Hollywood and on Broadway, I 

was too caught up in the money and impact I was making to 

understand how important it is for a mother to put her child 

above all  else. 

I mean, can you imagine having Diahann Carroll as your 

mother? My daughter, Suzanne, had to share me with a very 

demanding career, and, as a little girl, watch me go off to work 

all over the country, leaving her with her nanny for half her 

childhood. To make matters more difficult for her, I’ve always 

been the kind of show-business person who tends to be “on” 
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most of the time. It makes intimacy harder to achieve with an 

innocent and vulnerable child. But then, I’ve seen very few 

people of my generation in politics or show business who know 

how to drop the “on” persona, even in private. It’s not that we 

know we’re behaving that way. There’s just a  built-in tendency 

to charm any room, and get as much attention as possible, even 

though nobody’s paying a dime for the show. Of course, when 

you spend as much time as I do preparing to look good in pub-

lic, people do notice you. I suppose some children might have 

enjoyed it. Not Suzanne. But to her credit, she has gotten over 

any issues that built up over the years. 

The primary cause of our reconciliation has come in the 

form of her children, my grandchildren. Nothing in my life has 

prepared me for the sheer joy of them and in watching Suzanne 

develop as a mom. She has shown herself to be a fantastic 

hands-on mother of two. Oh, the joy she elicits from her chil-

dren! It reminds me of the laughs she and I had together when 

she was still very young. In our earliest days, there  were many 

delicious moments. How could we not have them while travel-

ing on the road together? 

One of the stories I love to tell is about the time she used 

Frank Sinatra as a desk. In 1964, she would have been four 

years old. I had brought her to the set of The Dean Martin 

Show, which was not exactly a  child-oriented situation, with 

all the smoking, foul language, carousing, and martini swig-

ging that was needed to inspire the entertainment. Plus, shoot-

ing live television is never relaxed, but rather very intense, 

with as much hustle and bustle backstage as any Broadway 

show, if not more. Somehow I succeeded in making a deal with 



My Best Girl 179 

the producers that Suzanne could be there as long as she was 

quiet. 

She was quiet. But that didn’t mean she would sit still. She 

was much too sociable a child for that. She was unafraid, and 

felt it was her right to engage anyone on hand in coloring with 

her crayons. I was backstage listening to something Dean was 

singing, and Suzanne quietly left my side to walk over to Sina-

tra, who was sitting in a chair, being quiet as well. He was 

wearing a suit and tie and hat, as I recall. Suzanne didn’t care 

that this man was not dressed for  arts-and-crafts time. Nor did 

she care that he was one of the nation’s greatest celebrities. In 

her most methodical manner, she quietly uncrossed his legs 

and put her coloring book on his lap. Then she walked back 

over to me to get her crayons. He didn’t move, and when she 

returned to him, she started to color, very intently and quietly. 

He never moved. She kept coloring. Eventually, the  whole room 

became aware of it happening, and I was about to leap up and 

rescue him. 

He put his hands to his lips to indicate he didn’t want me 

to disturb her. 

I, of course, loved him for that for the rest of his life. 

And for Suzanne, it was just another take-your-daughter- 

to- work day. 

She was used to it. For her fi rst Christmas, she joined me 

in France for the fi lming of Paris Blues. Never mind that Sidney 

was to be my romantic interest. As I said, I simply could not say 

no to a film that was so intent on lending dignity to the conver-

sation about race in America at the time. But for the first part of 

the shoot, Suzanne was too young to travel, and I missed her so 
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much that I made a fuss at Orly Airport as soon as her plane 

landed. In those days, you could still greet arriving passengers 

at the gate. I stood with a crowd, trying to get a glimpse of her 

as I jumped up and down. She was with my parents and my 

husband Monte. It was taking a long time for them to get secu-

rity clearance. I was frantic. “What is the matter, madam?” an 

attendant asked me. 

“You don’t understand,” I shrieked. “That’s my baby 

there!” 

I was so unmoored that they ran ahead to bring her to me. 

The entire family occupied a three-bedroom suite at the 

Hôtel de La Trémoille on that trip. My parents  were very im-

pressed, watching how unafraid I was to ask for anything on my 

child’s  behalf—in my very poor French, I might add. They had 

grown up in an era when  African-Americans  were made to feel 

they couldn’t make any demands at all. So seeing their daughter 

behave as I did, so confident and unapologetic, made a big im-

pression. 

Suzanne, at age two, was on the road with me again in 

1962. The entire company of No Strings was on a train headed 

to Detroit, for an out-of-town tryout. In those days, train travel 

was still relatively formal and fabulous, or at least it was for us. 

Suzanne had a nanny, Mary, and along with my assistant and 

entourage, we were quite a formidable group, with a beyond-

formidable amount of luggage. I made sure we had lots of berths 

for all of us, and that my little daughter had full run of them. 

Imagine her delight. And when it was time for supper, Suzanne 

was all dressed up and looking so adorable that there  wasn’t a 

person in the dining car who didn’t fall in love with her. 
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One eve ning, during cocktail hour, she was running 

around the parlor car in a perfect little red velvet dress. Richard 

Rodgers walked in, dressed impeccably, as always, in a  well- cut 

dark suit, white shirt, and tie. He saw Suzanne and laughed, 

then picked her up and started talking to her and getting very 

involved. Who knows what those two  were talking about. I 

couldn’t hear over the sound of the train. But of course I was 

pleased and impressed. What young mother  wouldn’t be? In 

those days men had very little to do with children who  weren’t 

their own, and it was so lovely to see this rapport. But after a 

while, I had to interrupt to say, “I’m looking at the time and I 

think you should put her down now.” Mr. Rodgers ignored me 

and sat down in a banquette to continue playing. “It’s her bed-

time, Mr. Rodgers,” I repeated. “And I think you’d best put her 

down now.” 

He still ignored me. And that’s when she peed in his lap. 

Later, when we were rehearsing in New York, I was back-

stage one day when I looked over and found my leading man, 

Richard Kiley, passing Suzanne around. 

“Isn’t she cute?” he was saying as he gave her to another 

cast member, who then gave her to another one. “Put your hand 

on her head.” 

I walked up to him and shot him a withering look. 

“What are you doing?” I asked. 

“Well, you know it’s good luck to touch a colored baby’s 

head, Diahann,” he said. 

I grabbed her away from him faster than you could say 

“Do you want to die?” 

“Get your hands off my child,” I said. 
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Poor Richard Kiley. He was so alarmed. 

“What’s the problem, Diahann?” he asked. 

“That is unacceptable,” I said. “Unless you’re going to let 

me put my hand on a white child’s head to bring me good luck 

because she’s white, you  can’t do it to my child because she’s 

black. Don’t ever do that again!” 

“I never heard it was unacceptable,” he said. 

“Well then, I’ll be the first to tell you,” I replied. 

I do think that the exposure to the magical backstage 

world of show business taught Suzanne to be at ease in all kinds 

of situations. She became very comfortable anywhere we went, 

and could actually be very assertive. If she needed help coloring 

or tying her shoe, she’d enlist anyone who was handy. One time 

I sent for her when she was about fi ve, while I was performing 

in Vegas. I was very worried while waiting for her at the train 

station. Imagine a time when there  were no cell phones to keep 

nervous young mothers updated at every moment of a trip. 

When the train pulled in and people  were disembarking at the 

Las Vegas depot, several looked at me, smiled wearily, and vol-

unteered, “She’s on the train!” She had made herself very well 

known. She stepped from the train in her little blue wool over-

coat, looking ready for a visit to the White  House. It felt like 

heaven having her there. When we arrived at my suite, she set-

tled right in. She was accustomed to hotels, and immediately 

asked, “Is this my room?” We set up a suite for her as her play 

space, with a little table and chairs. And when there  were other 

children around on set, we would invite them up to play  

school. 

Wherever we went, we’d set up house for weeks at a time. 
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There would be a nanny, and sometimes my mother, and in 

later years a teacher. I’d come back from work tired and in need 

of resting my voice. She wanted my full attention. Thank heav-

ens she enjoyed the company of Louise Adamo, my assistant for 

over thirty years, whose sense of humor and love of children 

were obvious. Louise was a happy addition to our family. But 

Suzanne still had to spend a great deal of lonely time in hotels. 

I remember one of Suzanne’s last moments of true inno-

cence while traveling with me, before things started to change 

between us. 

We had started the national tour of No Strings. She was 

backstage in the wings during a  run-through, and was two 

years old, old enough to understand that she was to stand still 

when I told her to. So there she stood (with my wardrobe mis-

tress) watching me with her big eyes as I stepped into the spot-

light and sang a number after which I’d return to her open 

arms in the wings. The day it all changed was when a stage 

manager who adored her (there wasn’t anyone who didn’t) made 

the mistake of picking her up and taking her from backstage to 

the front of the theater. There  were producers and friends in the 

audience watching the rehearsal. She saw them, then she turned 

in the aisle to see me onstage in a spotlight and yelled at the top 

of her little lungs, “Wait! That’s my mommy!” It was the fi rst 

time she saw me as the performer on a stage, really. Who  were 

all those strangers paying such rapt attention to her mother, the 

one person in the world who she thought was for her and her 

alone? After she yelled, the entire production buckled under 

with laughter. It took a long time for everyone to calm down. 

And it took decades to undo the damage my career would 
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cause us in the years ahead. Of course it did not help that a 

year after her birth, I had asked her father for a divorce. Fortu-

nately, he stayed firmly in her life, and was more of a rock to 

her than I could ever be. But it never occurred to me to allow 

her to live with him. In those days, a mother had to have her 

child with her. 

When Suzanne reached school age, I enrolled her in the 

elite Lycée Français on the Upper East Side. This school was 

supported by the Kennedys. The curriculum was adapted for 

traveling families and the children of international business-

men and diplomats. I hired tutors who  were recommended by 

the school. I’d receive reviews from the headmistress that my 

darling daughter was bright and always did well and seemed to 

enjoy her assignments. 

But even as she succeeded with her schoolwork and was 

exposed to the exciting world of show business, I was concerned 

that being on the road was not the best thing for her. Eventu-

ally, the school confirmed my concerns. When she was seven, 

the headmistress called to tell me how hard it was for children 

to constantly be pulled away from school. They can’t build rela-

tionships or bond with friends, and indeed, when Suzanne re-

turned to school after being on the road with me, she was 

disoriented. Other children  were forming alliances without her. 

It could be a nightmare for any child. 

Not that it was all great when we were home. “Mommy, 

why don’t you bake cookies?” Suzanne once asked me. I told 

her I  wasn’t that kind of mother. I was more eager to buy the 

best cookies in New York for her. I’d often return from rehears-

als only to learn I’d missed suppertime and bath time, too. She 
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doesn’t remember that I read her stories at night whenever I 

could. But it wasn’t enough and I knew it. At the Central Park 

Petting Zoo one afternoon, we were pursued by fans. Standing 

between me and them, she told them, “Please go away! This is 

my mommy.” 

Of course she was absolutely right. I should have learned 

to tell people, “I’m sorry, but this is family time.” There’s a  

photograph taken around that time, a fashion shoot for a 

magazine, since I was wearing a full-length fur coat on the 

beach in the middle of summer: mother and child are stand-

ing together at water’s edge. The sea is behind us. My fake 

eyelashes are casting shadows on my cheekbones, and my hair 

is piled very high. I look absolutely preposterous, pretentious, 

and untouchable, fashion-model style. In front of me stands 

my little girl, age six or so, in a darling ruffled bikini. I have 

an imperious look on my face to rival that of Nefertiti. She is a 

little, long-haired, natural beauty of the kind that Gauguin 

might have painted. But the look in her eyes is not tranquil. 

She stands up against me protectively, as if she  were trying to 

keep the camera away. 

The worst possible thing for our relationship was to have 

to leave her at home. But my work called. In the  mid-1960s, as 

I’ve said, I was part of a group of blacks who  were breaking into 

the entertainment industry in new ways. Sammy Davis Jr., 

Harry Belafonte, Nat King Cole, Sidney Poitier, Lena Horne, 

Eartha  Kitt—we  were riding something wonderful and giving a 

guilty and conflicted nation what they wanted to see. So eight 

weeks in Tahoe or Vegas? Yes. Role in a sophisticated fi lm? How 

could I say no? Guest appearance on What’s My Line? or the 
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Steve Allen Show? What about flying to Hollywood for The 

Danny Kaye Show, Hollwood Palace, Carol Burnett, or any spe-

cial that wanted me? Of course! It would have been too diffi cult 

not to accept the heady opportunities of that moment. 

So more and more, Suzanne was left behind. I’d leave her 

in the care of a nanny, Monte, or my parents. And I truly 

thought they would smooth over my absence. But all these won-

derful people  were no substitute for her mother. So when she’d 

get home from school and find me preparing to hit the road and 

see my mountains of luggage in the foyer, she would break into 

tears and whimper that she hated luggage. It broke my heart. 

Her time was always more pleasant with her father, I’m 

afraid. He was more easygoing, and at home for her more, and 

even while he was busy becoming a successful music and televi-

sion producer, he loved to entertain guests who gave Suzanne 

the attention she craved. Monte preferred to spend time with 

her more than anyone or anything in his life. When she was a 

girl, they’d comb the beach or bookstores for hours together 

while trying to soothe the broken areas of our lives. Monte 

never discredited my ambition to our daughter. He was not a 

mean- spirited man. His was the pure, hopeful, and unselfi sh 

love that is necessary to build a family. We all felt it, but never 

spoke of it. There’s no doubt that it was his love for her that sus-

tained them both while she was growing up. Painful as it is to 

admit, he understood the needs of a child better than I did. 

Well, every family has issues; at least all the interesting 

ones do. I had somehow created a competition between my 

daughter and my career, and my career was winning. Part of it 

was a simple quest for the material things that my parents had 
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struggled to have. I wanted them for Suzanne,  too—more 

languages, more travel, more opportunities to develop, the best 

of everything. I succeeded in providing her with a fabulous 

home and financial security. Her infant crib, from Saks Fifth 

Avenue, had been handcrafted. Her pram was shipped over 

from Harrods of London. When we moved to Los Angeles, it 

was in high style. But none of it helped a child who only wanted 

what she  deserved—more of her mother. 

It became particularly difficult when she was nine, and 

I’d become the popular television mother Julia. I was gone in 

the mornings before she left for school, and although I had 

built an elaborate playground for her on the grounds of our 

newly acquired, spectacular home, I  couldn’t play with her on 

weekends often because I was locked in my room memorizing 

lines. My life was in high gear and she was left in its wake. It 

was a surreal moment for me, all that unnatural attention at 

once. There was the man in prison who sent me a box fi lled 

with things belonging to a fellow inmate who had died . . . 

There was a  thirteen-year-old boy who called to tell me I was 

his  long-lost sister and his  whole family was coming to visit us 

for Christmas. Eventually, I called studio security to intercept 

his calls. 

Poor Suzanne had to contend with the little boy who 

played my son on Julia. Marc Copage was an adorable, chubby- 

cheeked, lisping  five-year-old. His mother had left him when 

he was an infant. He followed me around the set as if I  were his 

real mother. The scenes we had together  were incredibly play-

ful. There was lots of cuddling and kissing. So of course he 

became very attached to me, whether in front of the camera or 
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off. It wasn’t long before he was asking to come home with me, 

and I’d agree, thinking he would be the perfect playmate for 

Suzanne. How foolish was that? It was enough that children in 

school who had seen Julia were already innocently asking her 

about her brother. 

“I don’t have a brother,” she’d have to tell them. 

When Suzanne was ten or so, she became very quiet and 

withdrew into herself. One night when she was invited to sleep 

over with friends, I could hear her begging not to be sent home 

to me. I knew she was justified. She probably felt more loved 

and tended to by the mother of her friend than she did around 

me. But if I acknowledged what I was hearing from my daugh-

ter, it would have meant I’d have to change my life dramatically 

and I could not deal with that. I’d seen my mother leaving her 

husband and younger child behind in order to follow me, and I 

knew it was negligent. Yet I also knew it was different for me 

because it was essential that I travel for work. Work made me 

rich both financially and emotionally. 

I chose to leave Suzanne home the summer of 1972, when 

David Frost and I  were invited to join Aristotle and Jackie Onas-

sis in Greece. Suzanne had been invited. Other children  were 

going to be there with their nannies and they were all Suzanne’s 

age. But I was wary. I had no idea how children  were treated in 

a family such as the Onassises, and I did not know what the 

daily routine was on that island and yacht. Perhaps I was wrong, 

but I simply did not trust that it would work for my twelve- 

year- old daughter. 

We flew over on Ari’s airline, Olympic, and the service was 

superb. Jackie met us when we arrived by boat on the island of 
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Skorpios. She looked adorable in a short little skirt, scarf, and 

big sunglasses resting on her head. She was wearing no makeup 

or jewelry, and it told me her defenses  were down for a casual 

and intimate visit. 

I, of course, arrived with full makeup and a mountain of 

luggage. Why not? My host was a man who’d been a longtime 

lover of Maria Callas. My hostess was a style icon who brought 

culture, taste, and Oleg Cassini to the White  House. I was not 

going to show up without a full wardrobe. Even when I’m dress-

ing casual, each detail is always excruciatingly considered. 

The Onassis compound was stunning. It sat on a verdant 

hillside looking out over the crystalline Aegean Sea, which is 

dotted with rocky islands. One of the rooms in the mansion 

was reserved for Winston Churchill’s use. I asked a butler to 

open it for me one day and remember seeing impressive photo-

graphs and his cigars. The terrace where we dined had the feel 

of a magnificent magical cave, lit with candles and with com-

fortable big sofas all around. It overlooked the sea, of course, 

which you could see rippling below until the last light of sunset. 

Then the stars came out, shining as bright as any I’d ever seen. 

We dined in caftans and little silver  slippers—all vaguely 

Middle Eastern, as I  recall—or whatever the look would have 

been in 1970 of jet-set  Greek-island chic. Lee Radziwell, Jacque-

line Onassis’ younger sister, was there. But I don’t remember 

any conversations. I was exhausted from the flight, which fol-

lowed an engagement I had had that required my doing two 

shows a night. I do remember observing the children,  sun-kissed 

and gorgeous, and I kept thinking about whether their routine 

would have suited Suzanne. They were with staff most of the  
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day, except when there was an outing, sail, or game of tennis. 

Then, before dinner, the children  were brought in to join the 

adults having cocktails. They were already fed, and after spend-

ing about an hour with the adults, playing games and making 

conversation, they were whisked away to bed by staff, while 

their mothers did not move. 

There was simply no room for the children to have their 

own preferences. And I thought to myself that it would not have 

worked for Suzanne, who was used to asserting herself when 

we were together. 

Even I was having a difficult time asserting my own pref-

erences. I remember it caused David some discomfort when I 

asked after one eve ning that I be left alone in the morning to 

sleep in. I woke up on the yacht and everyone had gone off in a 

launch boat. I went up to the top deck, where my breakfast was 

waiting, and I sat under a big, beautiful umbrella in a big, 

beautiful sun hat. The boat was rocking only the slightest bit 

and the most perfect breeze was cooling the air. I looked out at 

all the islands rising out of the sea and it was just magnifi cent. 

I was at the peak of my career and in love with a fabulous man 

who seemed to constantly take me to wonderful places to 

meet wonderful people. I remember thinking, “This is fantas-

tic. This view, this breakfast, this yacht, these people who are 

so charming, and this gentleman who cares for me so deeply. I 

have such a wonderful life.” I felt as if I had climbed to the top 

of the world that morning. Yet something was missing. I  wasn’t 

sure I was really in love with David. But the other part of it was 

that I had gone away on a vacation to this enchanted place with-

out my daughter. 
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My reasons for doing so might have been appropriate. But 

I still felt guilty. 

I missed her. And I imagined that despite our issues, she 

was missing me. 

You’d think that with all my distractions from mothering, 

I’d be less controlling than your average mom. That was not the 

case. When Suzanne was ready for high school, again, as my way 

of giving her the best education she could possibly have, I put her 

in boarding school, first in Northern California, then in Switzer-

land. It was what people of means did with their children. She 

always invited me to visit her in these schools, and I was pleased 

to know she wanted me around. When she graduated, I took her 

to Paris for a shopping spree. She agreed to the trip. But shopping 

was my way to celebrate, not hers. It just shows you how little I 

was in touch with my own daughter’s priorities. 

When she didn’t apply to Harvard, I was beyond disap-

pointed and far too dramatic in letting her know it. One of the 

great dreams of her mother and her grandparents was now be-

ing deferred, not quite like a “raisin in the sun,” but perhaps a 

very expensive  sun-dried tomato. My whole life I’d regretted 

not getting my college degree. My parents did as well. Even a 

degree from New York University instead of their dream school, 

Howard University, would have satisfied their hunger for the 

status of having a daughter with a college degree. 

“Why didn’t you apply to Harvard?” I asked Suzanne one 

summer day at home. 

“It’s too big and too conservative,” she said, making points 

that any other parent would have accepted and understood. “I 

really want to go to Wesleyan.” 
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“Wesleyan,” I gasped. “Where is it?” 

We would soon find out. Because that fall, we found our-

selves in one of the classic adolescent rites of passage, the East 

Coast college tour. Only ours  wasn’t quite as classic as Su-

zanne had wanted it to be. You see, her  oh-so-fabulous mother 

could not leave well enough alone. Instead of taking campus 

tours like normal civilians, I had contacted each college in 

advance to let them know we were coming. I was insensitive 

enough as a mother to think that was the best way to go about 

things. So we’d arrive (without police escort, but with my 

sense of importance lending an air of grandiosity to the pro-

ceedings) and be greeted by a college president or special en-

voy. And I’d be in a fur coat, with my hair done just so, and in 

my finest fall ensembles, marching around shaking hands like 

something between a presidential candidate and the director 

of a cotillion. 

“Hello there,” I’d say. “How do you do!” Suzanne had ev-

ery right to be thinking, “I wish this woman would just leave 

me alone.” But she never said a word. 

When we were asked to special VIP luncheons at the fac-

ulty club with all the  muckety-mucks, frequently including the 

college president, questions would be addressed to me, not her. 

I wasn’t even aware enough to see how much this hurt her. It 

was my “Diahann Carroll Road Show,” not hers, and when I’d 

detect even an ounce of discontent, I’d be shocked. I’d say to 

her, “Maybe it’s a challenge having a mother in show business, 

but if I had not been in show business, then I would never have 

met your father, who has been so wonderful to you and has 

been able to offer you so much!” 
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She’d say, “You don’t understand.” And then we’d drive to 

another college. 

Wesleyan, it turned out, was a prestigious small school in 

Connecticut, known for its liberal and creative student body 

and excellent courses in the humanities. If Suzanne had to face 

issues there that had to do with being my daughter, I never wit-

nessed them. She did tell me that when she was moving in 

freshman year, some girls came into her dorm room and told 

her that Diahann Carroll’s daughter was in the class. 

“Oh yeah?” Suzanne replied coolly. 

“Her last name isn’t Carroll, but we think it’s the name on 

that pile of Louis Vuitton luggage over there,” one of them said 

about some suitcases that did not belong to Suzanne. “Uh-huh,” 

is all she said in response. 

Later, someone saw a family photo in Suzanne’s room and 

figured out who she was. 

“Is that your mother?” she was asked. 

“Yes,” she replied. “And now I know who my friends will 

be around here.” 

She handled that episode well, but I was sorry it had to 

happen. She wanted to be seen for who she was, not as the child 

of someone people knew from television. Not that every child of 

a celebrity finds the privilege associated with a famous parent a 

burden. Some are more than happy to use their connections. 

But Suzanne, always a top student with her own taste and strong 

ideas, preferred to find her own identity. And she did so impres-

sively. After Wesleyan, she was accepted at the Columbia School 

of Journalism, a rigorous and highly selective program. She did 

well there and went about getting jobs after graduate school, 
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one as an intern for the  MacNeil- Lehrer News Hour on PBS and 

then at CNN in Atlanta, where she wrote the news. She was an 

editor at Essence and an anchor, along with Greg Kinnear, in the 

early days of E! 

Without any string pulling from me or her father, Suzanne 

had become an in- demand young talent in Los Angeles. The 

agents for Connie Chung and Diane Sawyer flew to Los Angeles 

to meet with her to suggest she sign with them and move to 

New York for the grooming that takes an anchor from one step 

to the next. She turned them down. She didn’t want to devote 

herself to a career that would take over her life and make her 

spend hours a day in wardrobe and makeup. Lost is not a strong 

enough word to explain my disappointment. I knew she “had 

it,” as they say. She was beautiful on camera, charming beyond 

belief, and funny as hell. Still, she walked with no regrets, and 

never looked back. I should have applauded such a decision. But 

I was too stuck on the idea that fame and fortune were all that 

mattered. My daughter was emotionally mature and confi dent 

enough to know that the good life being offered to her was not 

in a world she craved. I could not see it. So I created yet another 

mother- daughter impasse. But let me be  clear—we always loved 

each other. 

Well, I was never anything like a “Mommie Dearest.” 

I had, however, become Norma Desmond in Toronto. And 

in 1997, Suzanne flew up to see me with a very specifi c pur-

pose. She wanted me to meet her intended. I have to laugh 

when I think of his first glimpse of me onstage, playing a con-

niving, demented,  facial-obsessed diva preying on a younger 

man. He was lovely, but I had never met him before. The prob-
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lem was Suzanne just sprang the news of their marriage plans 

on me at dinner without warning. My shock was apparent. 

Why  couldn’t she have waited a while? If I knew then what I 

know now—from the golden throne of my golden years—I 

would have calmly listened to her and approved. Young people 

interested in getting married aren’t really open to anyone else’s 

opinions, just blessings and congratulations. What did I do 

instead? I ran into the ladies’ room and broke into tears. Why 

couldn’t I just get over myself and show my daughter I sup-

ported her? 

Not long after that, a letter came to me in Toronto. It was 

beautiful and poignant, not angry or spiteful, explaining she 

was now married. I didn’t take it like a mature sixty-two-year- 

old woman. Why should I? In the kind of melodramatic style 

one associates with starlets with entitlement issues, I fell to my

 dressing- room floor and started crawling around on my hands 

and knees. Eventually my assistant suggested I stop making a 

scene. I had just had my nightly meltdown onstage, and that 

was enough strain on my vocal cords for one eve ning. 

The thing is, Suzanne knew exactly what she was doing. 

She had figured out how to have a simple wedding that removed 

the need for family and family drama, keeping me and my 

scene-stealing ways and wardrobe out of it. When I look back 

on it now, I was a fool for not trusting Suzanne’s instincts for 

building a great new life. 

It was wonderful to watch her hold my little grandson for 

the first time. She took to mothering with such devotion. Sud-

denly she had a chance to do everything right that I did wrong, 

and I was overjoyed to see her sense of purpose and focus. And 
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it changed the way I saw her, too. In fact, the healing effect it 

had on our relationship was huge. Someone had fi nally come 

along who was going to be a bigger star in the family than I was: 

this sweet little baby. 

But, oh, did it hurt when she moved her family overseas in 

2003, and then had her second child, a daughter. I went to visit 

several times, and as impressive as her surroundings were, more 

impressive was how delightful it was to walk around with her 

family through markets and gardens and along the beaches, 

and not have anyone interfere in our private moments. 

Once again, Suzanne knew what she wanted. She had been 

so inspired by their surroundings that she and her husband 

wrote and directed their fi rst fi lm about the culture. It had its 

American premiere at the Tribeca Film Festival, and the event 

brought Sidney Poitier, his two daughters, and me together. It 

was a wonderful night to be in Suzanne’s shadow as I watched 

her with Sidney’s two daughters, all of them so composed, ar-

ticulate, and beautiful. They were three successful, self-assured, 

and statuesque women, doing what they wanted to do with  

their lives. And despite their tumultuous upbringings, with 

show-business parents who didn’t know what to do with them-

selves or their overwrought love affair, they had grown up and 

come through beautifully. Everything had worked out for them 

just fi ne. 

“We must have done something right,” I told Sidney later. 

Now Suzanne and her family live in Europe. Of course I 

long for them to live closer. But if I know anything now, it’s that 

when things  can’t be perfect, good can be plenty good enough. 

Suzanne knows I enjoy our holidays together immensely. And 
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having grandchildren has given me a  whole new lease on life. 

One of the first things I learned from these two little ones is 

that it’s important for people to actually be able to touch and 

hug you. So I now own play clothes that are expressly for my 

visits with them. They’re made of these wonderful fabrics that 

you can just throw into the washing machine. Isn’t that remark-

able? When they get dirty, they don’t have to go to the dry 

cleaners! Imagine! 

To play with children properly, you have to be able to get 

right down on the floor with them. And that’s what I do. We 

play with trains and dollhouses and Suzanne cannot believe 

what she is seeing. I observe the look on her face when she sees 

Diahann Carroll letting two little children climb all over her. 

She must be thinking, “Who is this woman playing on the fl oor 

with my children?” She is a stunning mother who understands 

full well how important it is to give yourself over to your chil-

dren. Yet she manages to find time to work on her fi lm projects. 

The other day I had to laugh because when I called her, she was 

much too busy writing a screenplay to talk to me. I hung up the 

phone and remembered all the years I hardly had a moment for 

her because of work, and I thought, “My how the tables have 

turned! Good for her!” 

These days, I am more preoccupied with the lives of my 

grandchildren than with my own. It’s shocking to me, but there 

it is. One of the nicest moments as a grandmother came not long 

ago, when Suzanne let her children have their first sleepover in 

my home. Bath time is absolute heaven with those two. My  

grandson can be very commanding. “I need some toys in here, 

Nana,” he has told me. “But no ducks please. I really don’t want 
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any ducks!” There is nothing better than the rhythmic sound of 

two little ones breathing softly as they sleep in your bed. 

Last Christmas I went to visit them in Europe with my 

suitcases so full of presents I  couldn’t get them up the stairs. 

Immediately after dinner, my granddaughter excused herself 

from the table and reappeared moments later in a completely 

different outfit. She said, “Nana, Mommy told me you sent this 

for me.” Then a few minutes later, she went and changed into 

something  else I’d brought her. She must have changed outfi ts 

five times. I had been shopping for her all year, sending clothes 

from New York and Los Angeles, and although Suzanne had 

originally requested nothing that had to be dry-cleaned, it 

wasn’t long before I was realizing that wash-and-wear clothes, 

even for children, just don’t have the look I love. I love those 

little pleated kilts and wool overcoats of the John John and 

Caroline school of dressing. I like starched- collar dresses on 

girls and blazers on little boys. Darling, and totally impractical! 

As my granddaughter kept changing into one  high-maintenance 

ensemble after the next (my favorite was a  navy-blue taffeta 

number suitable for a debutante ball) Suzanne and I exchanged 

loving looks. Then we laughed at each other. Nothing had to be 

said. In her adult years, she has come to accept that Diahann 

Carroll is Diahann Carroll. None of these clothes  were going 

into the washing machine. And if her little girl was becoming a 

clothes horse under my tutelage, why fight the force of human 

nature? 

“God is punishing you, Suzanne,” I said. “This time with 

the reincarnation of me. It won’t be long before she’s wearing 

couture.” 
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We played with games, made drawings, and measured one 

another’s height,  back-to-back. “Look how big you are,” I told 

my grandson. “Yes,” he said with all seriousness. “I’m a very big 

boy.” When we were going over to see some of their friends for 

lunch one day and it started to drizzle, I didn’t balk when Su-

zanne suggested we hop onto a crowded old bus. The last time I 

was on a bus, I  can’t even remember. High school, maybe? I sat 

down next to a woman who clearly was not in her right mind. 

She was holding a little dog to her chest that had fur quite simi-

lar to that of my sable coat. Suzanne looked anxious that I 

would be put off and annoyed. But I just patted the dog’s head 

and said, “Nice doggy,” and left it at that. Later, Suzanne wrote 

to friends and family that on a bus, in the rain, and wherever 

we went that holiday week, “Mom was a trouper.” I have spent 

my life charming big audiences of strangers. This was the best 

review I could ever hope to receive. 

I did not stay at Suzanne and her husband’s  house. Even a 

trouper can only take so much activity when she’s jet-lagged. 

Besides, the children loved visiting me at my nearby hotel. One 

day they came to pick me up, all looking absolutely divine. My 

granddaughter was in a kilt with a little black velvet jacket. 

My grandson was in a sports jacket and tie. We were going to 

the ballet. 

“These children have been entirely dressed by Diahann 

Carroll,” Suzanne said playfully. 

A woman nearby was impressed by how adorable they 

looked. 

“Are those your grandchildren?” she asked. 

“Yes, and I’m in charge of wardrobe,” I said. 
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It was a wonderful holiday. I  can’t remember a time since 

those children  were born that our visits haven’t been wonder-

ful. And when it was time for me to fly home, they didn’t want 

me to go. I hugged Suzanne  good-bye, and she told me she 

loved me. 

Are there any words a mother wants to hear more than 

those? 

I don’t think so. My mother must be very happy for us. 

These days, I acknowledge the cost of my successes. Su-

zanne and I are finally at a place of love and laughter . . . and 

the place is often on the floor playing with her children. 

I still remember the day I was at a playground with my 

granddaughter, who I think of as Miss Bossy. She wanted to go 

down a slide. 

“Nana, come here,” she said. 

“Okay, darling, here I am,” I said as I stood beside her. 

“No, not there, Nana, up here with me!” 

“It’s okay, honey,” I said. “I’ll just stand  here and help you 

down.” 

“No, Nana, you have to slide down with me!” 

I didn’t want to do it. The old bones are not what they once

 were. 

But she was not taking no for an answer. So in a crowded 

playground, I found myself climbing up a ladder and sitting 

next to my tiny granddaughter, then wrapping my arm around 

her and pushing off. 

“Whee!” we said as we slid down. She thought this was 

the funniest thing she had ever done. We were both laughing 
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hysterically. And while we were doing so, a smiling woman I 

didn’t know approached us. 

“Isn’t it wonderful?” she said. “She doesn’t even know 

you’re Diahann Carroll!” 

“I can’t even begin to tell you,” I replied. “It’s magnifi -

cent.” 
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SEVEN 

What Mirror, Where? 

it  was the night befor e my pl astic surgery and 

I was very nervous. I paced around my apartment, frustrated 

that I  couldn’t have a drink to calm down, and didn’t even want 

to take a sleeping pill. I wanted to go into my surgery as healthy 

as I could be. I had been eating very carefully and exercising 

rigorously in the months before the procedure in order to have 

my body in its best fi ghting shape. 

I’m used to having my face scrutinized and fussed over. 

But the idea of going under the knife was very frightening to 

me. And you hear of occasional botched procedures, and of 

course you  can’t help but worry. Can you imagine a more 

vacuous reason for a medical emergency? Please! Is plastic 

surgery really worth the risk and the immense expense? Be-

sides, why not respect every wrinkle on your face? Isn’t that 

the most positive way to greet the aging pro cess, rather than 

taking desperate measures to reverse it? Yes, I paid for my 

wrinkles by living through everything I have lived through in 
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my life. But that doesn’t mean I want to look at them in the 

mirror. 

I know this sounds like rampant vanity and artifi ciality. 

Well, what can I say? 

I’m a performer who still really enjoys make-believe. I re-

member being in a dressing room on the set of Grey’s Anatomy 

a couple years ago with the little daughter of one of the actresses. 

She must have been four or five years old, and she was fasci-

nated by my false eyelashes. Clearly they were not something 

her mother appreciated. But I  couldn’t help myself. “Would you 

like to try them on?” I asked the little girl. 

She did, and was smitten. Her mother didn’t look con-

vinced. 

But why not give them a try? I’m for whatever makes you 

happy. 

High heels, makeup, sable coats, and beautiful jewelry. 

That’s my platform. 

The other day a woman came up to me at a party and told 

me she still remembered my entrance in No Strings. I told her 

how wonderful it was to hear that. 

“You were carrying the most beautiful handbag I’d ever 

seen,” she said, gushing. 

She didn’t remember my entrance. But she will never for-

get my handbag. 

And Harry Belafonte will never forget coming over on one 

of my at-home maintenance days in the early 1960s. I had 

warned him in advance that I would not be a pretty sight, but 

he really needed to speak to me about a recording he was work-

ing on. I had refused to run out of the  house at a moment’s no-

tice for the meeting. 
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“I can’t jump in the shower and be ready in twenty min-

utes, Harry,” I told him. “I’m just not one of those people.” 

So he came over, and when I opened my door, he nearly 

had a heart attack. I had avocado in my hair and maybe mayon-

naise as well, and egg white all over my face. Delicious. And I 

was also wearing a rubber suit to take the excess water out of 

my body. On my feet  were  clown-size  terry-cloth slippers to  

absorb all the perspiration. So one of the most beautiful men in 

the world, a man whom every woman desired, with his beauti-

ful face and broad shoulders and slim hips, was looking at me 

in this awful state, and if there had been any misguided feelings 

of attraction between us, they were instantly gone. 

“Oh my God,” he said as he stumbled back at the sight of 

me. “I can’t believe you actually let me come by here to see you 

like this. You have no interest in me at all!” 

That was the last time I allowed anyone to see me at home 

in this condition. In fact, for years, when I was doing my big 

shows on the road, I would not allow room service to deliver my 

breakfast. It had to be brought in by someone I employed, some-

one I trusted. 

Makeup? Don’t bother telling me you want to see me with-

out it. The last time friends did that, I listened to them, and 

appeared without anything on my face. They asked, “Are you 

okay, Diahann? You don’t look well.” Like I’ve said before, I 

don’t know who I am until I put on my makeup. But give me a 

little time and I’m good to go! 

I once read somewhere—some philos opher said this—that 

human identity is nothing but a series of masks. You take one 

away and there’s another mask below it. I totally relate to that 

idea. At the core of me is a woman who revels in artifice. 
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Artifice isn’t just fun: it’s my “architecture.” So when friends  

tell me they want to see me with my makeup off, I fi gure they 

really don’t know me that well. I mean, I was raised by a mother 

who put me in Shirley Temple curls! Why should I accept what 

I’m given when I can have it made to look like anything I 

want? 

So if there’s a medical procedure to take some wrinkles 

away and bring everything up, sign me on! Some people just 

don’t have fun unless they’re looking their best. And I’m one 

of them. To me, owning who you are means asking yourself 

“What do I have to do today to make myself happy?” Yet there’s 

still such shame around plastic surgery. I know people who fin-

ish one procedure and say, “Phew! That’s over!” But I know that 

in a year they’ll go back for more, and won’t admit it. We know 

who we are.  We’re the ones wearing big sunglasses in restau-

rants. 

I guess I’m lucky it took until my late sixties for me to 

break down and agree that it was time to address the situation. 

It started when I was aghast seeing a picture of myself on the 

cover of a magazine. My press agent told me I was crazy. 

“You look wonderful,” he told me. 

“If you  can’t see I need plastic surgery, you’re fired,” I re-

plied. 

I consulted with a famous surgeon in New York, who is so 

private that he has a special side door for patients who don’t 

want to run into anyone else in the waiting area. I told him my 

face needed a little help, that things  were falling down and we 

had to get them up again. He showed me some photos and then 

we decided it would be better for me to get the work done in Los 
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Angeles, where I’d be close to home. So I went to visit a surgeon 

not far from where I live who came highly recommended. He 

felt good about my prospects and fine with my preference for a 

gentle job. I didn’t feel I wanted him to do anything at all near 

my eyes; it just worried me too much and I didn’t want that 

pulled-up look. He persuaded me to trust him and said that I’d 

be very satisfied with the results. 

“And because you’re doing this now,” he said, “you should 

be able to wait years before doing anything again. You’re the 

perfect patient.” 

This surgeon was very serious and had a stellar reputation. 

The people I knew who had had work done by him told me that 

the only thing I was going to dislike was that I’d end up wishing 

I’d been pulled a little tighter. But I didn’t want that. I don’t 

need to look as smooth as a plum. I don’t need automaton eyes 

that are in a permanent look of surprise. I can live with a wrin-

kle or two. Human works for me. 

So I went in for the procedure and don’t remember a thing 

except that when I woke up, I was not in any pain, and I stayed 

right there in a room near the office for a few days, healing in 

a spalike environment, a very nice option I was offered. When 

the bandages came off after a few days, I was still puffy. But 

then, a week later, I began to look more like myself. And I 

thought, “Isn’t this nice? I don’t look like I’ve been yanked like 

a mannequin. I just look like a better and more rested version of 

myself.” People noticed when I started going out and about. 

They’d tell me, “You look wonderful.” 

Not long after that, I was the oldest guest on an Oprah 

Winfrey Show about “Aging Brilliantly.” Nora Ephron was on 
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the show, too. Her baleful, funny book about aging as a woman, 

I Feel Bad About My Neck, was hitting the bestseller list that 

season. She was forthright and funny about the havoc that ag-

ing has wreaked on her  self-image. “Do you know what you get as 

a present for your sixty-second birthday?” she asked. “A mus-

tache! . . . Which is why we have waxing, darling!” At some 

point, Oprah looked at me and asked, “Is this what  seventy-one 

looks like?” I told her it was. And the audience broke into spon-

taneous and thunderous applause. 

I should have added, “But it’s with a little help from my 

plastic surgeon” right away. But later in the show, I did fi nd my-

self yelling, “I believe in plastic surgery! I want the world to 

know! Oh God, yes! Absolutely, I would not be without it!” 

Okay, maybe I was a little too zealous. But I’ve seen how 

getting older torments my friends and colleagues. And in my 

business, there’s only one response to an actress who turns 

forty. Don’t! The aging pro cess is always harder for women 

than for men. I’ve heard people say that getting older is beau-

tiful. I think it is, but inside, not out. Women are not happy 

about aging. I look into the eyes of some of my friends and I 

see worry and sadness because they don’t know whether to 

give up or fight. It’s hard to live in a society so hung up on age. 

Even for the most beautiful women, things fall apart. I sympa-

thize and I commiserate. But I also like making suggestions 

that will help. 

I let it slip that I’ve had plastic surgery if I know it’ll open 

the door for a woman who would be happier with it than with-

out it. I push acupuncture and all kinds of facials and spa treat-

ments, too. And there’s nothing I love more than taking someone 
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in need along for a little maintenance outing. I have gone with 

friends for all kinds of treatments with such  peculiar-sounding 

names that I don’t always understand what they are. The other 

day I took a neighbor I adore to get our faces ironed. 

Hey, if I can do it for my hair, why not my face? 

¢ 

Hair. It isn’t only on our heads. It’s on our minds, con-

stantly. 

I’m sure there are people who think the nicest hair is the 

most natural hair. I’m not one of them. I have been a friend of 

the  press-and-curl ever since my Shirley Temple–curl days. And 

blond is in these days, no matter what your ethnicity. There’s 

one hair salon in Beverly Hills where black women come out 

with hair as straight and blond as Donatella Versace’s. What re-

ally amazes me is that there are plenty of men out there who 

believe it’s natural, bless them. A couple years ago, I was fortu-

nate enough to be invited to a luncheon for an infl uential, 

successful group of black women in Hollywood. We were

 twenty- five of the most successful black women in show busi-

ness, young and old, many of us young stars, and it was just so 

inspiring to be part of the group, all of us doing so well. The 

outfits were wonderful, and all  were clearly as carefully consid-

ered as they’d be for a  red-carpet event. When you are in show 

business, you can never forget that you are a product, and you 

must always be aware of your packaging. Anyway, I have to say, 

superficial as it sounds, I was fascinated by the hair I was seeing 

at this luncheon. So many of these young stars  were wearing 
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long blond hair and obviously enjoying tossing it around with 

the insouciance of cheerleaders. There was not the least bit of 

self-consciousness in the room. Happily, I felt right at home 

among them. In fact, I do believe I was one of the forerunners 

of black women lightening their hair. I learned from my stylist 

that lightening your hair—as long as it’s complimentary to your 

skin tone—can take years off your appearance. 

It’s no news flash. Hair is a big deal, especially for blacks. 

And I’ve done it all, from hair to eternity. As a professional per-

former, nobody knows better that I do that time is money and 

so is hair. In fact, my hair once cost the movie Hurry Sundown 

a very handsome sum. 

It was 1966, and the great Otto Preminger was once again 

my director. 

When I heard the filming would be in humid New Or-

leans, and that much of it would be shot on location, I knew the 

weather would be troublesome for everyone, particularly the 

black actors, when it came to hair. So I made an appointment 

with Mr. Preminger in his New York office. It was on Fifth Av-

enue, right across the street from the Plaza, where I was living 

with my daughter while doing my show there. 

His office was huge and imposing, modern, high up, and 

hushed, looking down over midtown Manhattan. Preminger 

was a small Austrian man, elegant but not formal. 

“Mr. Preminger, thank you for taking the time to see me,” 

I said across his desk. 

“Yes, of course, but what is it?” he asked. 

“Well, I was wondering who you’ve hired to do hair for the 

fi lm.” 
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“I’ve hired my wife’s hairdresser, who has the best salon in 

New York.” 

My heart sank. Any other young actress would have stopped 

right there. I don’t even know what gave me the nerve to request 

this meeting in the first place. This was a very important direc-

tor. But since I’ve never been one to hold my tongue, I went on. 

“I understand the weather can be very humid in New Or-

leans.” 

“Yes? So?” He was tapping a pen on his desk, and I was 

getting more nervous. 

“Well, humidity can have a strong effect on hair. So I’d 

just like to make this suggestion because I’m not sure you’ve 

ever had to deal with this before.” 

“What is the suggestion, Miss Carroll?” 

“Well, it would be wonderful if someone was on the set 

who could straighten out frizzy hair. Does this man who does 

your wife’s hair know anything about straightening hair? Be-

cause he might need to have some understanding of curling 

irons, pressing combs, and hair relaxants.” 

With that, the great director, whose temper had earned 

him the nickname “Otto the Terrible,” jumped out of his seat. 

He was shorter than I was, and it seemed to me that sparks were 

shooting out of his eyes. I could see at that moment why he’d 

been cast as a Nazi officer in a Broadway play and two fi lms. I 

leaned back from his anger. 

“Are you telling me who to hire for this film?” he said. 

“I never allow any actor to dictate how I should direct a fi lm. I 

wouldn’t allow Elizabeth Taylor to tell me how to do her hair in 

a film, and I won’t allow it from you!” 
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Outside his office, phones had been ringing nonstop. He 

was a very busy man with too much on his plate. 

“Whatever you say, sir,” I said as I stood with bowed head. 

“Whatever you say.” 

I had to laugh as I left his office. He and I had been in a 

hair situation years before, over my bandanna in Porgy and 

Bess. I suspected, though, fond as I was of him, that he was go-

ing to eat his words on the set of Hurry Sundown. 

Being the conscientious, or perhaps controlling performer 

that I am, I called his wife’s hairdresser, introduced myself as a 

supporting actress on the picture, and invited him to see my 

show at the Plaza. Afterward, he came to say hello in my dress-

ing room, and I introduced him to my hairstylist, who tried to 

show him what he did with my hair. But this man took one look 

at the equipment, which was really pretty basic (hot comb, curl-

ing iron, and assorted hair products), and he said, “I really 

don’t know anything about any of this,” and left without fur-

ther discussion. 

One eve ning, months later, we were on the Hurry Sundown 

set in New Orleans. We were shooting the  star-studded fi lm 

about racism, greed, and emotional unrest in the contemporary 

South on a front porch, and lo and behold, it started to drizzle. 

I was doing a scene with Robert Hooks, a wonderful leading 

man. There  were several pieces of equipment on the set. There 

was, in particular, this very large crane that Mr. Preminger was 

inside of, high above us, which was costing him a fortune to 

rent for the eve ning. As we rehearsed the scene, he came fl oat-

ing down with the camera, all very slowly, to almost  close-up 

distance. 
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While Mr. Preminger was behind the camera Robert whis-

pered to me, “You’re getting wet.” 

I knew my hair was frizzing up. I could feel it happening; 

your hair just gets bigger and asserts itself when it’s raining. I 

was wearing a hairpiece, but some of my real hair was showing, 

and it was changing from moment to moment. And so this little 

god in the sky, Otto Preminger, in his big yellow crane, started 

yelling, “Hairdresser!” And this poor New York hairdresser 

named Leonard came out and started to fuss with my hair. 

Otto was bright red, beet red, up in his bright yellow crane. 

“What should I do?” this hairdresser asked me in a panic. 

“The hair has to match the previous shot. You know that!” 

“I don’t know,” I told him. “But when we met in my dress-

ing room at the Plaza, I tried to show you things you’d need to 

protect yourself in a situation like this.” 

He desperately tried to repair my hair, then he ran. “I don’t 

know what  else to do,” he said. 

So we started shooting again, and the crane was coming 

down again slowly, and Robert and I  were doing our serious 

scene from this serious melodrama about race and the Deep 

South, and Mr. Preminger was seeing that my hair was getting 

larger and larger, in the weather, and sticking out in very un-

sightly ways, and he became furious. 

“Cut,” he yelled. “This isn’t going to match. This isn’t go-

ing to match!” 

I couldn’t take it all very seriously. Because while we were 

shooting, the cast was experiencing racism firsthand in Louisi-

ana that was very anxiety-producing. One eve ning my party 

had been asked to leave a restaurant because I was black. We 
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never knew whether or not we’d be turned away when we black 

actors went out with our fellow cast members Jane Fonda, Mi-

chael Caine, Faye Dunaway. I decided to speak to one of the 

associate producers of the film and find out if he could call res-

taurants in advance to prepare them so there would not be any 

scenes. He made sure we were accompanied by bodyguards to 

prevent harassment. 

Eventually, Mr. Preminger calmed down. Then he asked 

me what to do. He trusted me because he knew how serious I 

was about my work. 

“So are you really asking me what to do?” I asked. 

He said, “Yes, I am.” 

“Is there another scene you can shoot instead of mine?” 

He said no. 

“You have to call the day, then,” I said. 

And he did. He sent everybody home. And when we were 

walking back to his car, I said, “I can’t tell you how sorry I am 

that this happened to your production.” He asked me again  

what I would recommend. I told him it would be diffi cult get-

ting a black hairdresser into the  union quickly who understood 

what to do with our hair. But I did mention someone from New 

York, and then an associate producer actually found someone 

who lived closer. This man turned out to be brilliant at press-

ing, curling, and styling, and Mr. Preminger thanked me, and 

everything was fine on the hair front from then on. The movie 

was another story. I didn’t care for it because it really didn’t ad-

vance anything politically. It just showed poor blacks being 

kicked around by racist whites. But you know what? One more 

black man got into the  union because of that film, so in a way it 

did have a positive political effect. 
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A few years later, on Julia, I helped integrate the hair and 

makeup department at Fox. Again, it wasn’t political. It was prac-

tical. I simply didn’t have time to drive to the hair salon that knew 

how to deal with my hair at the level necessary for television. And 

I was too busy learning lines to do my hair at home, which is what 

other black actresses did. But Fox had never had a black woman 

starring in a show. The makeup person they had  wasn’t accus-

tomed to dealing with a black leading lady, either. She thought she 

knew how to do my makeup because she’d done Lena Horne’s. I 

asked if that meant that she used the same makeup for all white 

actresses. (We all have different skin tones that grab the camera 

in different ways, and all that has to be dealt with carefully in a 

medium as unforgiving as television.) It didn’t take long for the 

studio to realize it had to bring in experts for all types of black 

hair, and makeup artists, to deal with the likes of me. 

And they did. 

Eventually, I realized life would be simpler with wigs. I can 

still remember my conversion. I was performing a couple shows 

a night at the Americana Hotel in New York. My stylist arrived 

to wash my hair between shows. One eve ning we were both 

stunned as we watched my hair floating down the drain. It was 

absolutely frightening, but my hair had been pressed and curled 

and pro cessed to the point of collapse. My stylist told me, “Wait 

there, I’ll be right back!” And he returned with a bag full of 

wigs. I tried them on, and thought, “Not bad, and we can im-

prove on it tomorrow.” I was just amazed at how much easier 

wigs made my life. I believe in them enough to put my name on 

a line of them. But I’ll be honest, as I became more discriminat-

ing, I started to prefer very expensive ones.  Hand-tied wigs are 

easiest to work with and are my personal favorites. 
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Looking like a million bucks everywhere you go isn’t 

cheap. 

I learned that at an early age. It wasn’t just the infl uence of 

my mother, who once made me swear I  wouldn’t tell my father 

she’d spent a hundred dollars on a pair of shoes. I learned about 

paying for quality from my dear departed friend Josephine 

Premice, a naturally elegant woman who had exquisite taste in 

everything in life. She once eyed my new blue cloth coat with a 

detachable fur collar. I was thrilled with it. 

“Darling, we either wear fur or we wear cloth,” she told 

me. “That combination isn’t working.” It was a lesson I took 

with me the rest of my life. 

When it came time to dress for my nightclub bookings, I 

steered clear of jewelry and chose couture gowns with simple 

lines to create the look of a proper chanteuse. It wasn’t long be-

fore I was wearing designs by Jimmy Galanos, Bill Blass, Arnold 

Scaasi, and Norman Norrell. Later, Bob Mackie, a creative titan, 

designed for me, too, and continues to do so to this day! 

The first time Norman Norrell along with Ray Agayan in-

vited me to the debut of one of his collections, in the late 1950s, 

I was an absolute novelty in the room. The women invited to 

these shows  were buyers, editors, and wealthy New York social-

ites. 

What was a young black singer and actress doing among 

them? 

Designers loved me and they wanted me there. I had the 

slim, long body they loved for their clothes and they liked the 

way I moved in them. When it came time for me to play a fash-

ion model in Paris, for No Strings, I wanted Arnold Scaasi to do 
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the costumes, and he wanted to do them, too. We had a meet-

ing in 1961, and  were all set to go. Arnold loves show business 

and is a real theater buff, and he was very excited. But his asso-

ciate would not allow it. She believed that he would alienate all 

his buyers in the South if he did something so high profile for a 

black woman. Years later, when I heard this story for the fi rst 

time, I  couldn’t hold it against him. You see, Arnold and I un-

derstand that business is business. Besides, if I’d taken offense, 

I never would have had the chance to meet John F. Kennedy 

while wearing his wonderful, white, tight,  double-breasted suit 

with brass buttons. Arnold recalls the president looking daz-

zled. And from what I recall, the taupe satin ball gown with 

navy blue bodice that Arnold put me in when I sang a song 

from Yentl (at the request of Barbra Streisand) for the 1984 

Golden Globes dazzled Aaron Spelling enough to put me on 

Dynasty. 

I guess I was enough of a style icon when I was younger 

that JCPenney wanted to put my name on my own clothing line 

in the early 1990s. Why not? We did upscale  looks—suits, blaz-

ers, skirts with a little kick—at  rock-bottom prices. It was fun, 

but not easy logistically, and I learned quickly that I’d rather 

wear clothes than make them. 

I loved being on the International Best Dressed list and I 

still love fashion, though I sometimes have to remind people 

who I am. Not long ago, I called Oscar de la Renta, who had 

done some lovely dresses for me in the past. I said, “Hello, Mr. 

de la Renta, it’s Diahann Carroll.” He said, ‘Who?’ ” It’s not the 

same as it was when any top designer would see me at a mo-

ment’s notice. 
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And I have to admit, I  can’t wear the small sizes I used to 

wear. Some shops in Beverly Hills are so proud of having all 

these dresses in size zero. I don’t think that size even existed 

when I was young. I was a size five, and everyone considered 

that small. So when I find a garment I like on Rodeo Drive, I ask 

shop clerks, who are always tiny, “Do you know if the designer 

makes this dress in a size for a real person?” 

“What do you mean?” they ask. 

“Well, I really love this coat, but I need it in a size twelve,” 

I reply. 

There’s usually an awkward silence. Then they tell me the 

coat  doesn’t come in such a big size. So I lean in and quietly tell 

them to do me a favor and get on the phone and ask. And they 

scurry off, then come back to me with stunned looks on their 

faces. 

“Ms. Carroll! Guess what? They do make the coat in size 

twelve!” 

“No shit,” I say. 

And then we laugh. 

Now, I’m not saying I plan to get any bigger. God forbid. 

But I’m not uncomfortable being a size that’s normal for women 

of my age. And there’s always the siren call of liposuction. But 

for now, I’m going to keep up the maintenance by exercising. I 

love to walk around my neighborhood, which has lots of hills. I 

enjoy walking to dinner nearby, too. I walk past trees in bloom 

and gated mansions, and right past the spot where Barbara 

Sinatra was mugged across the street from my apartment build-

ing. If anyone ever tried to mug me, I’d be in shape to either run 

or deck them. In my building, I have a health spa and gym, 
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which I use daily unless I’m on the road. I’ve taken the disci-

pline of my art and applied it to the body and I get help from 

my expert personal trainer, Romy, who gently puts me through 

my paces. I run on the treadmill, lift weights, and do yoga and 

Pilates. Romy says I’m one of her best clients, and I have the 

stamina of many who are far younger than me. So who cares if 

I’m a size twelve? 

Regular exercise is a must, because no matter your genes, 

the body starts to break down. Without stimulation and atten-

tion, the muscles will deteriorate quickly. I eat well, too, which, 

of course, can be a bit of a bore at times. And, of course, I’ve 

been “on  holiday”—at the plastic surgeon’s! No, I’m not per-

fect. I like the occasional bowl of pasta. I guess I should be 

pushing myself harder to follow through on any number of 

health resolutions each year. 

But you know what? I’m happy enough with myself these 

days, and that’s wonderful. 

I’ve got a good head on my shoulders, and a good wig, too. 





Grey’s Anatomy creator/executive producer, Shonda Rhimes, and me. (Lester 
Cohen/WireImage for PMK/HBH) 

EIGHT 

Grey Mat ters 

hair and m akeup  wer e very much on my mind  

when I walked onto the set of Grey’s Anatomy for the fi rst time 

a couple of years ago. I was aware that these days, even on net-

work television, actors share hair and makeup artists, which 

made me a bit uncomfortable. Growing up in film and legit the-

ater, you  were assigned your own hair and makeup artist. So 

when I found out that there would just be a few hair and makeup 

people for a dozen actors, I immediately called my team, Bruce 

Hutchinson, makeup, and Arthur John for hair (my team for 

over thirty  years)—which freed me up to concentrate on my  

work. And when it came time for my first day of shooting, at 5 

a.m., I brought Bruce in, a man highly respected in the fi eld. 

“Oh, my God, Bruce, why are you here?” people were ask-

ing him. 

“I’ve been doing this lady’s makeup for thirty years,” he 

said. 

I did not make a fuss about it. I was not a diva about it. I 
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simply knew what I needed, and everybody was happy. When 

you get to be my age, it’s nice to feel secure enough to know 

what you need and see that you have it, that’s all. But you never 

want to assume that you’re entitled to anything because of your 

age. That gets you nowhere. It was such a thrill to be invited to 

be on that show, a total delight and surprise. I had been reading 

about the young creator of Grey’s Anatomy, Shonda Rhimes, a 

young  African-American woman who came to Hollywood from 

Detroit and, after working extremely hard, was doing well in 

television as a producer and writer. I’d been told she would call, 

and she did. 

“God, you’re really tearing up the town and it’s fantastic,” 

I told her. 

“Yes, and we want to know if you would honor us by be-

coming part of Grey’s Anatomy,” she said. She didn’t ask me to 

audition. It was so wonderful. When I was in the prime of my 

career, nobody asked me to audition. But by the time I was in 

my late thirties, people asked me to audition all the time. I 

knew what they were thinking. “Let’s see how she looks and 

make sure she isn’t overweight, drinking, or on drugs. Let’s see 

if she’s stable and pretty. Maybe we can still use her.” It’s always 

nice to be asked, but it definitely lets you know where you stand 

when you have to go show your wares. 

In the decade after the success of Julia, I had become 

known for my lavish lifestyle and volatile romances. And as 

much as I loved singing and made my bread and butter in 

nightclubs, I never had a hit album. So I had to present myself, 

often for jobs that felt like I was starting over again. In my early 



Grey Matters 223 

forties, things  were not great; I even accepted a booking to per-

form at an auto show. The audience could not hear me, and 

then to make matters go from awful to absurd, a dog walked in 

off the street and lay down on the stage. Everyone in theater 

knows not to share the limelight with an animal—they will al-

ways upstage you. Then again, I was already being upstaged by 

cars. I looked at my conductor in a panic. “Keep going, just 

keep going,” he said. So that’s what I did. It’s what I’ve done all 

these years. 

That’s why it was so lovely when Shonda Rhimes came  

along and asked me to play the mother of one of her leading 

men, a Grey’s cardiac surgeon director named Preston Burke, 

played by the talented and handsome Isaiah Washington. 

“Do you have anything in mind for her? Gray hair? Ac-

cent?” I asked. 

“No,” she said. “I have Diahann Carroll in mind.” 

“I’m absolutely honored,” I said. “But if you want to have 

someone call me and tell me how you see this character, please 

feel free.” 

“No, no,” she said. “I know exactly how I see her. You are 

her. She is you.” 

I hung up the phone and jumped into the air. This was a 

stamp of approval from an important player of the younger 

generation. She was saying “I buy you completely.” She was say-

ing that the dignity that people associate with my approach was 

something she wanted as part of her carefully hewn roster of 

characters. You spend your life working hard to make sure 

you’re taken seriously. What could be more gratifying than to 
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find out that you’re still on someone’s mind at an age when 

most actors have been discarded? 

I told myself, “You really are fortunate, but don’t even 

bother to think about how this happened. Just keep walking 

down this road as you’ve been envisioning it, because this is an 

industry that will take you to the moon and bury you in the 

mud in a week’s time. Just do this job, and enjoy the  ride.” 

And that’s what I proceeded to do, without a fuss. I was to 

play the elegant, intelligent, and highly possessive mother of 

this Preston, who is engaged to marry Dr. Cristina Yang, the 

character played by Sandra Oh. And this is where Shonda is 

such a brilliant modern writer. You really didn’t know if this 

mother I was playing was a prejudiced black woman or unable 

to let go of a son who seemed to need her approval for every-

thing he did. The line she levels at the incredibly ambitious 

Cristina—“You don’t love Preston as much as you want to be a 

doctor”—struck home with me, of course. After all, I’d been 

deeply conflicted all my life about juggling love, motherhood, 

and work. 

Shonda knew I could relate. “I’ve been observing you,” 

she told me. And I’d been observing her, too, just like I had 

observed in the days on movie sets with Otto Preminger. Often 

I found myself choked up around her, a nice young black 

woman running one of the most successful shows on televi-

sion, a medium that has become increasingly diffi cult and 

competitive. Since my teens, I’d been dreaming of the day I 

would walk onto a set under complete control of an African-

American who would quietly call all the shots. I saw only a 

moment of it when Susan Fales, the daughter of my dear friend 
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Josephine Premice-Fales, was a writer and producer of A Dif-

ferent World. 

At the fi rst Grey’s Anatomy read-through, I saw Shonda sit-

ting at the head table watching everyone, listening to every-

thing, leaning back silently. She was taking in my work and 

changing the script in her head on the spot. I thought, “She’s 

producing, directing, and writing her own series. I never thought 

I would see this in my lifetime.” But there she was, at the head 

of this table. I loved it! 

The work was like nothing I’d ever done before. This was a 

great role for me, the  no-nonsense mother of a successful young 

man, and I was written into each show for six episodes. But it 

wasn’t easy. I’m used to scenes being set up one shot at a time. 

That’s how we did it in the Dynasty era, just like a movie. But 

the way a series is shot today, with the twelve main characters 

on the show talking at breakneck speed, was a big adjustment 

for me. You have to keep moving around and doing your scene 

even when the camera isn’t on you, because while others are 

finishing their dialogue, the action could be shifting over to 

you. The very fast-moving camera lends a kind of emergency- 

room urgency to each scene. So you’re rushing down the hall 

with the camera behind you until it swings off into another 

scene in another area. It was fascinating. And there was some 

very fine work being done on that set. Everybody was used to 

the pace. But I felt like a dinosaur in this strange new world of 

television, and it helped to carefully watch and learn from the 

other actors. 

It was a privilege at my age to be a part of this. 

Then, one day, things took a bad turn. There was a con-
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frontation between Isaiah Washington, the actor playing my 

son, and one of his costars. One thing led to another, and 

Washington ultimately apologized. The apology notwithstand-

ing, he wasn’t asked to return to the show. 

Now, I’ve seen and heard all kinds of slurs in my life. Ra-

cial, obviously. But I also heard a friend of Vic Damone’s ask me 

why in the world I had wanted to be married to Jewish men. 

Once, I even heard Richard Rodgers use the word fag about 

Lorenz Hart, his collaborator before Oscar Hammerstein. We 

were meeting about No Strings, the first show he’d written with-

out a lyricist. I can only say I felt his nervousness. 

“You can’t imagine how wonderful it feels,” he told me, “to 

have written this score and not have to search all over the globe 

for that drunken little fag.” I was stunned. This was a man 

whom I thought was so tasteful and tactful, and yet this remark 

was so unnecessarily cruel, especially in the conservative early 

1960s. We were in show business, after all. Gay men  were fully 

integrated into our world. Larry Hart may have been troubled, 

but his work with Rodgers included some of the most beautiful 

songs I ever heard, including “Where or When,” “Manhattan,” 

and “My Funny Valentine.” I did not dare say a word to ques-

tion the epithet. But I never really trusted Rodgers after hearing 

that slur, and that’s why I was not shocked when, months later, 

he told me I  wasn’t invited to our Detroit  opening-night party. 

But if Rodgers got away with that kind of behavior, Isaiah 

Washington was not granted the same privilege. Nor was he 

given as much berth as a few other public figures who have made 

insensitive remarks lately. After issuing an apology, they’re for-

given. It is today as it’s always been, I suppose. The more seats 
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you fill, the more the hierarchy is willing to look the other way. 

I was, of course, mortifi ed when I heard on the news that 

Isaiah was going to leave the cast. Or perhaps I should say what 

we now called “news” because this became a story that took on 

the importance of a national disaster. I had just completed my 

last episode of the season and was, of course, disappointed. I 

was looking forward to being part of the next season. Brian 

Panella, my manager, called and we assumed I would be out of 

the show. But a script arrived for me the next day. It was one 

that aired in the fall of 2007, in which I showed up to collect my 

son’s things from his fi ancée. 

I loved the work and the energy on the set. But let’s face it, 

I’m not the new belle of the ball on television—my career was 

not in jeopardy. The real loss was for all the fans of Isaiah. 

I wish the  whole incident could have been resolved the way 

Tiger Woods handled an unfortunate episode a few years ago. 

He had just won a major golf championship and was awarded a 

lifelong membership to a country club in the South, of which he 

became the first black member. Someone joked they’d have to 

put fried chicken on the menu for him. Tiger didn’t take of-

fense. He just laughed and said he hoped the club would con-

tinue on in the same way it always had for years, whether in the 

dining room, golf course, or locker room. He didn’t want spe-

cial treatment. But more importantly, he didn’t want a fuss  

made about a careless remark. 

A little equanimity and humor can go a long way. If you let 

every slur, racist or otherwise, pull you off your mark and throw 

you into an angry or defensive position, then you are wasting 

all the energy you need to move forward. 
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And I hope I don’t offend anyone when I add that people 

need to give one another a little more wiggle room in general. 

When I heard that Don Imus was back on the air after calling 

a team of female college basketball players “nappy-headed 

hos,” I  wasn’t as upset as others I know. It surprised even me. 

What he did was  mean-spirited and indefensible. But for heav-

en’s sake, he’s an old man who’s good at his job and has done 

his share of humanitarian work with children. And I enjoy 

him on the air. Maybe as he gets older he’s having a harder 

time figuring out where to draw the line between irreverent 

and unacceptable. Yet why not give people who have apolo-

gized profusely the benefit of the doubt? And since I seem to 

be in my advice-giving mode here (which is not the same as  

finger wagging), I would say to Don and everyone else getting 

swept up into the heat of a moment, “Just slow down, because 

when you make a major mistake, it will haunt you for the rest 

of your life.” 

Everyone should just take a breath before shooting off his 

or her mouth, period. I hope I’ve learned this lesson. 

Is a man really a bigot because he erupts once or twice? I 

would hope there’s more room for forgiveness and nuance in 

our society. I, for one, don’t think things are so black and white, 

if you’ll excuse the pun. I’m into shades of gray, as long as they 

aren’t in my hair. 

As for me, I’m not going to worry too much about the loss 

of that job. It introduced me to a new audience. And best of all, 

it gave me the opportunity to meet Shonda Rhimes, who had 

invited me to participate in her  prime-time show at seventy-

one. She’s a true force to be reckoned with in Hollywood, a 
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quiet and gracious talent who cast several black actors in a show 

that has absolutely nothing to do with race. 

The last time I saw Shonda I was presenting a Woman in 

Film Award to her. I told her I never thought I’d meet someone 

like her in my lifetime. 





My dad with his one and only favorite granddaughter, Suzanne. (© Diahann 
Carroll) 

NINE 

My Father, Myself 

for the l ast few years of his  life ,  my father 

and I would talk once a week on the phone. He was living in a 

rest home in New Jersey, near his younger sister, who is six years 

my senior. Even at ninety- five, John “Johnny” Johnson sounded 

like a kid and remained a strapping and handsome man. But he 

wasn’t a kid anymore. His heart was weak and there would soon 

be cancer metastasizing in his body, and he needed help getting 

around. And so, after years of eating very carefully and exercis-

ing assiduously, he was finally feeling his age. I tried not to nag 

him too much on the phone about taking care of himself. The 

one thing that I did get him to do was tell his sister, Eleanor, 

how much he appreciated her selfless interest in him—for her 

invitations to dinner and offers to take him on outings on a 

regular basis. I am the first to confess to the  self-involvement 

that comes with being a performer, so it always delights me to 

see how selfless family can be. 

“Dad, tell Eleanor when you see her later how lovely she 



232 Diahann Carroll 

looks,” I’d remind him. He’d laugh. But he didn’t argue. He 

knew he was charming to all women, even well into his nine-

ties, and he knew what his compliments and attention could do 

for them. In the rest home, where he was one of dozens of pa-

tients, he had the nurses fussing over him as if he were their 

very own father. He was more dapper than any man his age. 

When it became necessary for him to settle into a nursing 

home several years ago, it was hard to accept that it would not 

be near me in California. But then, we were never as close as I 

was with my mother. I was, after all, my mother’s primary rela-

tionship in life, and I’ve recently come to understand that she 

was mine. With my father, it was more complicated. His devo-

tion could be erratic. His demeanor could be very stern. He did 

not attend my first wedding in 1956 because I was marrying, as 

my father saw it, “the enemy,” and he only came to accept my 

new life after Monte, my generous husband, made it clear to 

him that he was welcome to visit his granddaughter anytime. 

To his credit, Dad eventually let go of the issues he had with our 

interracial marriage, and we saw each other often. And oh, it 

was just so sweet to watch him play with Suzanne! 

¢ 

More than ever, I have to give him credit as a man who 

grew up in another time. He learned to adjust to the very differ-

ent world he found himself exposed to when his daughter was 

getting into a career far beyond his understanding. It was not in 

his nature to trust white people. After all, he had seen a class-

mate set on fire by white men during his childhood in South 
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Carolina. And once, when we were driving together during my 

own childhood, he was stopped for no reason by a white police-

man who called him “boy” and interrogated him until he was 

quivering with fear and rage. So for him to come to accept my 

first marriage was a huge step. Hell, for a man like my father, 

who once became furious when a  well- dressed neighbor brought 

me into a local bar in Harlem to buy me a glass of ginger ale, 

and who had a hard time with a career that would bring me 

into contact with men and women drinking alcohol in a bar, 

his willingness to accept my life was a credit to his increasing 

open-mindedness. And what tenacity he had, to be able to es-

cape poverty and a violent father and to build us our comfort-

able life! 

It’s impressive that he became a man of the modern world 

against his impulses, largely because of his love for me. But that 

doesn’t mean he was perfect. 

Many years after he came to accept my interracial mar-

riage, primarily because of his love for his granddaughter, he 

pulled away from me again, when he decided to remarry. I  

know now it was more my fault than his. But that’s because at 

seventy-three, at a time when I’m trying to ease up on my judg-

ments, I see things differently. Back then, in my thirties, I was 

having a very hard time watching him with someone who  wasn’t 

my mother. I knew the divorce was as much her fault as his— 

maybe even more her fault than his, given the time she spent 

away from him to be with me. But that didn’t mean I  wasn’t 

resentful when he brought someone new into the family. Had I 

been nicer to his new wife, I’m certain he would not have pulled 

his disappearing act. 
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It was the late 1970s when he first invited me to meet her. I 

didn’t really want to, but felt I had no choice. I was living on 

Riverside Drive at the time, and I drove up to Westchester, 

where he was living in her big  house. He was proud of its size 

and the white Cadillac she kept in the driveway. He was proud 

that she was a successful college graduate, too. She was younger 

than he was, and I think that pleased him. She also prided her-

self on her taste, which I, in my own small-minded way, didn’t 

like at all. I was not in the mood for the trip to the suburbs to 

see them, the white carpeting in her living room that she 

thought was so elegant, or the ranch  house he found so fabu-

lous. 

It bothered me that my father was wowed by what I saw as 

nothing more than a mundane lifestyle and by a deeply ambi-

tious new wife. (Ironic, coming from me, the queen of ambi-

tion!) For my own petty reasons, I didn’t like seeing him 

enthralled with this new woman at all. So I was quiet through 

our first meal. How dare this woman replace my mother? She 

had put a great deal of effort into dinner, and was laughing a 

lot. She was also bragging a little more than I cared for about 

the careers of people in her family and their various achieve-

ments. I really didn’t want a new family. I must admit, she was 

doing everything she possibly could to make the eve ning as 

comfortable as it could be. My trouble was that she was just a 

bit too aware that I was Diahann Carroll. There  were too many 

comments about my career and celebrity friends and not enough 

acknowledgment of the fact that my father had started a new 

life. Not that it was her place to discuss my mother. I don’t 

know what I was expecting from our conversation, actually. But 
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I do know I was in no mood to discuss Julia or Sidney Poitier or 

Sammy Davis Jr. at this woman’s table. Oh, was I poor com-

pany, chilly at best, and it made my father uncomfortable. 

The situation worsened a few months after that, when he 

told me his new wife wanted me to join them at a family holiday 

party. I told him I didn’t think it was a good idea, but they both 

insisted that I would enjoy the evening and told me everyone 

wanted to meet me. So they picked me up in the city and we 

drove to the  house of one of her relatives in the suburbs. I 

sulked in the car like a morose teenager, thinking, “Why doesn’t 

my father understand that I don’t want to share my life with 

this new family of his?” It was very small-minded, I know, be-

cause he seemed to be so happy with this perfectly nice lady. 

At the party, I found a place to sit in the corner, and was 

barely cordial. When it was time to leave, Dad’s new wife in-

sisted we drop by to see a relative around the corner. “He’s a 

judge and I really want you to meet him,” she said. At this point 

it was late in the eve ning, and I wanted to go home. I thought 

she was being inconsiderate at best, pushing this extra family 

visit. When we drove around the corner, the house was com-

pletely dark. 

“It’s right  here, John,” my father’s new wife told my father. 

“Let’s go!” 

“But they’re asleep,” I argued. 

“Don’t worry, they’ll be thrilled to meet you,” she said. 

I sat in the backseat, seething. But they insisted I get out of 

the car. She rang the doorbell several times, and I can still re-

member feeling mortified as the lights went on in the house.  

“Somebody tell me why are we doing this?” I moaned. 
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What I really wanted to know was how my father, who was 

always well mannered, could be allowing such behavior. Clearly, 

he was being swept up into this woman’s world, and more than 

happy to allow her to run his life. This relative of hers and his 

wife came down in bathrobes, and invited us in. I was intro-

duced as John’s daughter. I found a chair in the corner and sat 

down. Then, as they were chatting away, this couple in their 

bathrobes started looking more carefully at me. Finally, one of 

them asked, “Aren’t you Diahann Carroll?” I told them I was, 

apologized for waking them, and then walked to the front door. 

I was livid by then, and felt my father’s new wife had behaved 

disgracefully. 

She should have asked if I minded dropping by to see these 

people rather than forcing the situation on us. Now that I’m 

older and wiser, I recognize that my expectations had been way 

too high about how she should behave. It’s really only lately, in 

the last ten years or so, that I have eased up a bit on what I think 

is and isn’t correct behavior. Maybe if I’d been easier on every-

one at that time, my father would not have disappeared on me, 

and caused me such anguish. He and his wife were moving to a 

new  house, and when I asked for the address and phone num-

ber, he refused. “I’ll get a post office box and let you know about 

it,” he said. 

He never did. I  couldn’t believe it. He was cutting me out 

of his life because of the tension between me and his wife. We 

stayed out of touch for several years, and it pained me con-

stantly. To his credit, he eventually called me and I invited him 

to lunch at the Plaza. “I’d like that,” he said. “But I  can’t come 

without my wife.” 
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And then I said what I knew was the most important thing 

for him to hear. 

“By all means, bring her, Dad. I’d be delighted.” 

We ended up having a very nice lunch. Can you believe we 

talked about Judith Lieber handbags, of all things? And they 

were also very excited to talk about a college reunion of hers 

they’d both attended. Neither my father nor my mother had 

gone to college and so a degree was always something he held in 

highest esteem. To have a wife with a college education and col-

lege friends delighted him, and it was one of many things this 

new woman brought to the relationship that he enjoyed. She 

was a woman of means. As I said, she was younger, and I could 

see how affectionate they were with each other. As I sat there 

with them, I saw the look of pleasure on my father’s face. He 

was really enjoying himself and enjoying seeing that his two 

women  were now congenial. After they left I told myself, “She is 

making him happy, and that’s all that matters.” 

I had been too busy judging her to see that. He deserved 

happiness. So did his wife. Eventually, she became ill, and my 

father nursed her until her death. After that, when he’d visit me 

in California, it became clear that he still cared deeply for my 

mother. She was delighted to receive him in her nursing home, 

and he was delighted to be with her. It taught me a real lesson 

about forgiveness. I’m the kind of person who would never have 

forgiven him. But that doesn’t really work if you want to have 

peace in your life. 

About eight years ago, after my mother passed away, I tried 

to have it out with him to clear the air. I  wasn’t sure how much 

longer he’d be well enough to participate in a conversation like 
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the one I wanted to have, and I had issues I wanted to resolve. 

What else to do with so many years of intense psychotherapy? So 

I dredged up my distant childhood memory of him taking me 

to see a woman when I was a child. He looked stricken, and 

stammered an apology. “I just wanted her to see how beautiful 

my daughter was,” he said. Then I dredged up the old South 

Carolina abandonment story, which I had turned into a  full-time 

obsession. 

“I was just a little child, Dad. Do you have any idea of the 

effect that had on me?” 

He looked confused and said it was so long ago he was sur-

prised I had any memory of it at all. “And all I can say is that it 

was necessary so that we could put some money away before 

bringing you back to give you a better life,” he said. 

“And when you remarried and moved, Dad, you didn’t 

give me your phone number and address. That brought up more 

abandonment issues for me.” Am I a pain in the ass or what? 

He denied he’d ever intended to disappear at all. It oc-

curred to me that he might be telling the truth. But I could also 

see that he wasn’t going to let me drag him into my psycho-

drama. He was an old man interested in peace in his family and 

he was due to go visit my mother, and so he ended our conver-

sation by standing up and reaching out to give me a big hug. I 

still remember his arms around me in my sunny living room 

that looked out onto the city. He loved my new condo, he kept 

telling me that, and he was very pleased I had made the decision 

to downsize and prepare properly for my se nior years. 

“I’m very proud of you, you know that,” he said. “And I  

love you very much.” 
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And I don’t know why, but that’s all I really needed to hear. 

I think by then I was ready to let go of my heavy baggage, which 

was the weight of two Louis Vuitton trunks. 

I still remember his last visit to my home. He had asked if 

he could come stay with me for the holidays. “But, Dad, Su-

zanne is planning to be in labor and I’ve got to be with her,” I 

said. He told me he understood, and that he’d make other plans. 

But I didn’t feel right about it. He had had a rough year, in and 

out of hospitals, and clearly wanted to come see his children. I 

didn’t know if he’d be up for the trip another time. So I made 

the decision that he needed me more than Suzanne did. Her  

mother-in-law would be with her, a wonderful woman who 

raised three children. So my father came to me. 

Suzanne’s labor over the holidays, it turned out, was diffi -

cult. I kept calling and leaving messages in hope of hearing a 

report on how it was going, and I was hearing very little. 

“Why don’t you return my calls?” I finally stammered into 

her voice mail. 

Eventually, she called back and said, “Why don’t you stop 

these hysterical phone calls? You’re just acting out because 

you’re guilty that you’re not here with me.” 

I stammered that it was more complicated than that. If I’d 

gone overseas, then my father, her grandfather, would not have 

been able to visit me in California for the holidays. “A new life is 

starting for you, but his is coming to a close, and he misses me,” 

I told her. 

Suzanne understood, of course. She was not interested in 

dwelling in resentment. And my father and I had a lovely visit. I 

loved watching how carefully he ate his healthy breakfasts, and I 
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admired his  self-discipline. He was a believer in healthy eating 

long before it had become fashionable. He had purchased a juicer 

for my apartment so he could use it on his visits. Juicing was 

something he believed in deeply, and he would make us deli-

cious drinks from apples and carrots and celery and then ex-

plain their benefits. It was from him that I learned to eat more 

conscientiously. And when I realized how carefully he dressed 

each morning, I laughed out loud, and understood even better 

why it is that I am completely unable to just throw something on 

from my closet and leave my home in fi ve minutes to run even 

the smallest of errands. I really am my father’s daughter. We had 

such a nice visit, and there was real peace between us. 

The only thing that was difficult was my sister. Lydia, who 

is fourteen years younger than me, has been unwell for years. 

It’s not something I want to write about, but I think I’ve learned 

a few things about her situation that are worth sharing. 

When my mother was alive, she refused to take her younger 

daughter’s problems all that seriously because she was afraid, 

unsure of what to do. And for years, my father had a hard time 

facing facts about her, too. 

It took me a long time to come to terms with the fact that 

there was little I could do to fix her. I should have seen the signs 

a lot  earlier—she needed professional help. Fifty years ago, my 

mother used to be amazed because she would run off down the 

sidewalk without looking back with the normal fear of a little 

child. She was lively and mischievous, and my friends and I 

adored her. We were young teens who loved the idea of dressing 

up a pretty little baby and taking her out for a stroll. Just the 

sight of her tiny face waiting for me in the window of our 
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brownstone in Harlem filled me with happiness when I’d come 

home from school. Often she would be singing as I walked 

through the door. 

As a child, Lydia always had the capacity to make us all 

very happy. But as an adult, she became too much for any of us 

to understand, with incidents of behavior far beyond the un-

derstanding of anyone except professionals. Finally, after years 

of struggle to help her normalize her life, one of her doctors 

explained to me, “You have no power over any of this, and I’ve 

watched this kind of situation take over the lives of families 

over and over again.” 

“Yes, I know,” I said. “She really has affected all our lives.” 

“Well, my suggestion is you make a deal with her,” he con-

tinued. “Tell her that you will stand behind her one hundred 

percent if she will agree to get treatment. If she won’t agree to 

that, she will never have a life and neither will you.” 

It was common sense, but until that moment I had never 

thought of it. 

I told Lydia what this doctor said. She said she didn’t need 

help. Days later, there was another terrible incident that upset our 

entire family. And it was around that time that I made a big deci-

sion. I looked at myself in the mirror, and I said, “You can’t do 

this anymore, Diahann.” So I called Lydia and told her, “I don’t 

want to talk to you anymore unless it’s about getting treatment. If 

you do that, I will pay for it, and continue to be around for you, 

and I will be there to help you start a new life the day of your re-

lease. If not, I’m finished, Lydia,  we’re through.” 

She didn’t believe me. And frankly, I didn’t believe myself, 

either. 
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But I have stuck to my word. Now we speak only a few 

times a year. But there isn’t a day I don’t hope to get a call saying 

that she has agreed to get help. As soon as that happens, I will 

get behind her 100 percent. Meanwhile, I lament the loss of our 

relationship. And I pray she will get well someday. But I don’t 

drive myself wild with worry anymore. I have fi nally fi gured 

out that there are some things in life you  can’t control, and that 

there are some people you  can’t help until they are ready to be 

helped. Maybe I  haven’t done all I can. Maybe I have. But I now 

accept that my sister’s problems may never be resolved. And as 

unsatisfying as it is, that’s a resolution of sorts. 

A few years ago, I drove past the old family brownstone in 

Harlem, and saw the front window in our parlor, and remem-

bered little Lydia’s face there, clear as sunlight. 

My father had invited me to join him back at his beloved 

Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem. He was being honored 

for his years of service as a deacon. You can imagine how much 

pleasure it gave him to be back there with me. When I got there, 

I remembered walking up the stairs as a young girl in my little 

organza dresses and with bows in my hair. I remembered sit-

ting in the beautiful pews under balconies flooded with light. I 

remembered being among such hopeful people, the hats, the 

gloves, my father so handsome in his black suit and tie. I re-

membered the inspirational sermons, the invigorating oratory, 

and, of course, singing in the choir. Most of all I remembered 

holding the hands of my parents. And I think I cried. 

I always felt at home in that beautiful church, and I always 

felt so safe. This hardworking father of mine always made sure I 

was safe. He wanted to protect me so much that he once literally 
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lifted a flirting stranger into the air and carried him down the 

block just to keep him away from me. (I was nine months preg-

nant at the time.) My father worried about every friend and 

boyfriend I had, every schooling and career decision I ever 

made. Maybe his choices  weren’t the most sophisticated. But his 

behavior always came from love. He worked to build an incred-

ible life for me. 

And now  here I was with him at his old church to see him 

honored. I was delighted to meet the Reverend Calvin Butts, the 

pastor and a brilliant political figure in the community. I was 

thrilled to meet the children of children I remembered from 

sixty years ago. The level of discourse and community ideals in 

the sermon made me proud to be among this congregation. 

Later, my father introduced me to everyone and I cheerfully 

shook hands with great pride. He was ecstatic to see me enjoy-

ing our visit. And I was happy that he wanted to share this part 

of his life. 

He was proud of me and I was proud of him. 

He was financially independent. He’d really thought 

through his retirement years, and made some very good deci-

sions about moving to a rest home and living near his family. I 

missed not having him closer, but he was loved and well cared 

for on his native East Coast, among friends and a church com-

munity he loved. And his sister, Eleanor, was just wonderful to 

him. I had been estranged from her for years, I don’t even 

know why, frankly. But I made a point of telling her how grate-

ful I was that she’d encouraged him to share her family. I told 

her what a comfort it was to know his sister was watching over 

him so lovingly. 
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Not long ago, a time came when I knew I had to see him. 

He was  ninety-six and the cancer was finally taking its toll. The 

happy look on his face when I walked into his room was enough 

to stop my heart. “Would you look who’s here,” he said. “It’s my 

daughter all the way from California!” He was weak, certainly, 

and he needed help feeding himself. But even when his sister 

and I and others  were meeting with hospice workers about his 

end-of-life care, he was present, and alert. He remembered dates 

and business details from years ago, when asked for them. And 

I could tell he was at peace with where he was in his life, satis-

fied with what he had accomplished. There was only the faintest 

look of confusion on his face that I observed as my visit went on 

in those last days, as if he wanted to know what was wrong with 

him and what was going on exactly. He could get a little foggy 

from the medication in the pain patch he was wearing for the 

cancer, and a little anxious, even as the nurses fussed over him 

with what seemed to be genuine affection. 

He really had seduced each and every one of them. And I 

just had to laugh. “Oh, Dad,” I thought to myself as they hov-

ered over him, “you really are incorrigible!” 

The last time I saw my father he was being lifted in his 

wheelchair into a van. He was wearing a silly little cap that 

someone had bought him for the rough New Jersey winter 

weather, and there was a wistful look on his face as we said

 good- bye. 

“So long, Dad,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.” 

He thanked me for coming. But he didn’t say he’d see me 

soon. 

I think he knew it was our last  good-bye. 
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His funeral came just a couple weeks later, and I fl ew back 

to New Jersey to a service that his sister and I, other members of 

the family, and his church had helped to arrange. It took place in 

a part of the state that was lovely and as rural as my father’s child-

hood landscape in South Carolina. The minister of the church, 

Father Saunders, presented me with a letter for the family from 

the Reverend Calvin Butts, and a resolution from his esteemed 

Abyssinian Baptist Church. It said: Deacon Johnson was a mild-

mannered, soft-spoken,  well-dressed gentleman at all times. You 

could always depend on him to complete an assignment. He had a 

keen insight in the correct solutions of many common problems 

that we encounter every day. He seldom volunteered his thinking 

or problem solving. However, if asked, he would invariably come 

up with the best solution. 

That was my dad, a role model of clear thinking and re-

straint. 

When the casket was brought in, it was covered with a 

simple cloth. I was sitting in the second row and I kept think-

ing, “My father is in that box.” There in that box was the man 

who, when I was a child, had been so tall and strong that he 

could lift me up as if I  were as light as a feather. There was the 

man who looked so dashing in my youth, when he’d be behind 

the wheels of his  brand-new Chryslers. He was a man everyone 

thought of as austere. But I was always able to break through his 

stern demeanor and find a man full of warmth and love, imper-

fect as a father, perhaps, but still wonderful in the enormity of 

his caring. 

The memorial service would have greatly pleased him. It 

had a simple elegance and dignity. I know my father would have 
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appreciated the decorum. I gave a short speech thanking every-

one for attending, especially the deacons from the Abyssinian 

Baptist Church, and how wonderful it was to know he’d been 

loved by so many people in the communities where he’d chosen 

to live. I didn’t say it, but I was very happy to see that this 

church—the community of which he had become a part of in 

the last years of his  life—was also an integrated one. It was an-

other stretch, I thought, a leap of faith, really, for the racially 

untrusting young man from Aiken, South Carolina. He had 

lived the life he had chosen for himself, and cherished his multi-

racial grandchildren and great-grandchildren. He had lived to 

experience this monumental shift in the world, which included 

the first time a black man ran for president of the United 

States. 

The  ride away from the funeral with my relatives was not 

solemn. We spoke of him warmly, happy he had had such a 

good, long, and, for the most part, healthy life. 

He had been a wonderful influence on me—except I have 

to admit that when I was flying home from the funeral with my 

oldest family friend, Sylvia, I did something I never do: I asked 

for a double portion of my meal, plus a glass of red wine, which 

I never do, because the wine on airlines is quite undrinkable. I 

realized that I was toasting my father, who only drank twice a 

year, either a glass of Mogen David or Manischewitz. Sylvia 

thought it was because I was trying to fill a void that had just 

opened in my life—suddenly I had no parents. It’s a strange 

feeling no matter when it happens to you in your life, and one 

that throws you for a while. But I wonder if my overeating 

wasn’t just a little bit of a momentary rebellion, too. My father, 
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after all, always ate so carefully. With him gone, and just hours 

after his funeral, I could finally make a complete and total glut-

ton of myself. 

When I arrived home, I was so bemused. I thought, “Dad, 

don’t worry, that will never happen again,” and I ate nothing 

the next day to make it up to him and to myself. And just a few 

days after his passing, I started using his juicer. 

What a lucky woman I was to have had such good parents 

for so long. 

And I’m so glad my father and I had a chance to reconcile, 

and have a proper and quiet  good-bye just days before his pass-

ing. The peace we found with each other before it was too late is 

something that has brought great comfort to me. When you’re 

forgiven, it makes you understand just how much you are loved. 

And when you forgive? The  whole world opens up to you and 

you make yourself available to the highest form of happiness. 
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Brand- New Game 

it  was a friday night in april  of 2006,  in new 

York City, at Feinstein’s at the Regency, and I was about to go on 

with my brand-new  one-woman show. I was standing in an 

area far too tiny to be called backstage. It was a nook, really, a 

holding area that was barely large enough to contain me and 

my outsize worries. Through the pounding of my anxious heart, 

I heard a full house out there, and they sounded happy. I was 

not used to the sound of such an intimate full house; it’s very 

different from the sound of hundreds in a cavernous Vegas 

room. Feinstein’s cabaret space, which is perhaps the most pres-

tigious in the  whole country, only seats around a hundred peo-

ple. They would be so close, I thought, that they’d be able to see 

every line on my face and hear every quirk and quaver in my 

delivery. Everything about me was completely accustomed to 

having distance—a lot of room for grand illusions and 

make-believe. You  can’t do that with an audience sitting under 

you, looking at your shoes. I still remember during the earliest 
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days of my career, which was the last time I sang in a tiny space, 

a man actually told me that I was wearing cheap shoes. Maybe 

that was what started me on the road to bigger and bigger 

shows. 

Now  here I was, back to a level of intimacy that would al-

low me to actually see reactions on the faces in my audience. 

But I didn’t want to see the face of the New York Times critic 

likely to skewer me. 

The venue  wasn’t the only thing that was intimate. The 

material was, too. That was new to a lady who always felt that 

performers who talked too much about themselves  were inap-

propriate bordering on vulgar. The most intimidating part of 

all for me was the size of the  orchestra—not even an orchestra, 

a combo really, a septet. I had never performed with fewer than 

fourteen musicians. My delivery had always been about the big 

voice and big sound that came with big brass and string sec-

tions. How did I get myself into this? 

I wasn’t about small. I was always about big. 

Remember, I grew up on MGM musicals that were as much 

about spectacle as melody. I learned the ropes on the stages of 

Catskills resorts, where everything from your dress to your ges-

tures had to be as big as your voice. The clubs I played in New 

York had room for  good- size orchestras. And from there, things 

got even bigger in Miami, Chicago, Tahoe, Reno, and Vegas. 

And let me tell you something, when you get used to having a 

 twenty- five-piece orchestra and the range of power that all those 

musicians can muster without so much as a synthesizer or elec-

tric guitar, you feel that that’s the sound you have to have when 

you  perform—big, fluid, and elegant. You get used to it fast. 
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I mean, once you’ve sung a Kurt Weill medley with dozens 

of strings backing you up, it becomes impossible to imagine it 

any other way. My whole career became one in which I traveled 

“fully contained,” as the term went, with musicians and staff. 

The gowns I wore and the numbers I picked  were chosen as a 

way to dazzle audiences. From my earliest days, my shows se-

duced with their size, whether in Havana, where I performed in 

the late fifties for a society still holding on to its taste for the 

lavish, or in Paris, where I once performed at the Olympia, 

which is the Parisian Radio City Music Hall. I will never forget 

the night the orchestra got lost at that performance. The  whole 

illusion of seamless spectacle was falling apart in front of an 

impeccably dressed French audience so enthralled with the 

glamour of an American Negro star. So I did something I had 

never done before. I stopped the orchestra and sang the rest of 

the song a capella. It was a very strange feeling, to be singing 

alone into the glaring lights of that enormous theater. And I 

thought it would be a total disaster. But the next day, I opened 

the papers to find that the critics loved it. Perhaps my voice and 

presence were enough to carry off a simpler kind of act. I paid 

no attention. 

For years, my excessive level of production seemed any-

thing but absurd to me. It’s what audiences wanted in those big 

rooms, not just in Vegas, but all over the country. There was no 

questioning the cost. The size of the audiences would pay for 

it all. 

And oh, did I love working with some of the most talented 

musicians and musical directors of their time. There is a meld-

ing that happens when you sing with a big orchestra, and you 
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tend to become an instrument with them to create great sound-

scapes in beautifully lit rooms with the perfect acoustics to belt 

and sashay and shimmer. 

And television? It may be an intimate medium. But from 

the very beginning, its aim was to overwhelm. I would show up 

to be a guest star on Carol Burnett at this studio or that one  

around Hollywood through the 1960s and 1970s, and I’d fi nd 

entire cities moving around. There  were spectacular sets just to 

back up a song like “I Got Plenty of Nothing” or “The Best  

Things in Life Are Free.” There would be armies of people em-

ployed, too. I was much too busy learning my steps and fi guring 

out my wardrobe changes to think about it. And I have to say 

that I never took any of the glamour of it for granted. I’d fi nd 

myself thinking, “Here I am on this show or this stage, me, this 

little girl from Harlem, and all these people are  here working so 

I can sing.” 

Of course there  were times when even I had to question 

the level of spectacle. When I had my summer variety series in 

the  mid-1970s, we did a number, “I’ll Go My Way by Myself.” It 

was all about facing the world on my own. “No one knows bet-

ter than I, myself, I’m by myself,” I sang. And as I did, the clever 

director had all these people coming and going around me on 

the set, one to brush out and spray my hair, another to do my 

makeup, another to light me, another with a script to go over 

lines, until my little meditative song of solitude had turned into 

the  three-ring circus I knew so well. That’s what it was almost 

always like whenever I’d open my little mouth to sing. Big. 

I still remember being in a number on The Ed Sullivan 

Show in his theater in New York. The song I was singing was 
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“Hum Drum Blues” by Oscar Brown. It was a gritty song about 

what it’s like to be unable to escape the cycle of poverty, a politi-

cal song for the moment, really, that reflected both the restless-

ness of the black community and the national fight for equality. 

We were rehearsing it, with its driving, urgent beat and urgent 

lyrics, and meanwhile there  were all these dancers around me 

sashaying around with pink and yellow umbrellas. So I fi nally 

said, “Hold it, just a moment, please. Why are all these dancers 

around me with pink and yellow umbrellas?” 

At the time, the show was being produced by Ed Sullivan’s 

son-in-law. So he came out and asked, “What’s the matter, 

Diahann?” I told him that the lyrics I had been singing  were 

“Stuck in a rut going nowhere,” and the name of the song was 

“Hum Drum Blues.” I said that the song was about poverty and 

the ghetto and that twirling colorful umbrellas really made no 

sense. Now, I was still young at that time, and most assuredly I 

was not invited to have an opinion about such a gargantuan 

production number on such a gargantuan TV show. So my little 

question caused a big fuss. First the choreographer came out (I 

think it was Peter Gennaro) to deal with my question. Then my 

manager, Roy, and then half a dozen people  were on that stage, 

all very agitated. Finally Ed Sullivan himself came onstage. He 

asked me what the trouble was. 

“I’m singing about something I think is politically impor-

tant,” I told him. “And I don’t understand all the pink and yel-

low umbrellas. I just don’t get it.” 

And then Ed Sullivan, bless him, looked at the director 

and choreographer and the rest of this squad of creative indi-

viduals, all invested in creating the biggest spectacle they could, 
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and he asked, “So what do the pink and yellow umbrellas repre-

sent?” 

Nobody had a good answer. So they toned it down. It was 

one of the first times in my career that I understood that bigger 

was not necessarily better. 

Bigger could actually be nothing. 

Another time I had to question spectacle was when I 

starred in a television special with Maurice Chevalier. Ours was 

the first collaboration between French and American television, 

and we were to sing songs about Broadway and Paris, a real hands-

across-the-water effort. I looked au courant in my tasteful, 

slightly mod outfits and bobbed hair, and Maurice Chevalier— 

well, who  wouldn’t adore the old man as he crooned? 

The only trouble was the director. 

He was some kind of avant-garde sensation and his goal 

was to create an Op-Art spectacle with his two stars and cho-

rus. That’s how we ended up with Monsieur Chevalier singing 

“Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries” while, for reasons I will never 

understand, dancers in leotards moved around him holding up 

giant lips and mustaches. I don’t remember anything I sang 

other than “I Love Paris.” But I do remember trying to get 

through a song set against a set that was a maze of mirrors, and 

having to stop at the end of every phrase. You  can’t deliver any 

meaning to an audience if you  can’t sing a song through to the 

end. This was supposed to be art. Instead, it was boring, preten-

tious, and big in every way except emotionally. At the end of each 

day of shooting, France’s most charming crooner and America’s 

darling new singing sensation left feeling uninspired. 

“Have a good eve ning, Monsieur Chevalier,” I said. 
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“And the same to you,” he’d reply. 

Was I making the same mistake a few years later, with my 

act and its  set—a towering construction made of Lucite? It 

looked dazzling on the Las Vegas stage on which I sang a song 

by a popular folksinger of the moment, Don McLean. The song 

was “Starry, Starry Night.” It was about Vincent van Gogh. So 

why not project his famous stars all over the set at ten times the 

size they actually were in the painting? Never mind that the 

song was a delicate wisp of a ballad about suicide and sadness. 

We had  rear-projection lighting that, in tandem with my or-

chestra, gown, and, oh yes, my lovely voice, would thrill even 

the most bored audience. 

I had to do whatever I could to make an impact. By the 

1970s, things had changed so much in my business that I was 

running in circles to keep up. Not only did I have to understand 

what Motown was about, I had to incorporate what Dionne 

Warwick was doing with Burt Bacharach’s songs. I’d buy al-

bums and cassettes in stores (and, soon enough, CDs) and lis-

ten to hundreds of songs on my living-room fl oor, in search of 

the new material that would help get me up-to-date. I found it 

exhausting. I also found the idea of replacing strings with syn-

thesizers (not just for economic reasons, but to have a more 

contemporary sound) loathsome. Still, I kept my big act going, 

like the Big Top, with my full squad of staff and musicians at 

my side. I could not give up big. 

Monte had told me years before that I should not be afraid 

of singing alone with a pianist, that I had the right voice and 

interpretive skills to pull off subtle and intimate. I didn’t listen. 

I didn’t have to. Eventually, though, things really started to dry 
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up. The audiences in Vegas had changed. I remember doing one 

show in the early 1980s in Reno, in which I had to share the 

stage with an elephant. 

She was really the star, not me. Talk about the elephant in 

the room. 

I was being told to downsize everything—my act and my 

life—and I was ignoring it. Well, I managed to downsize my life 

sooner than my act. I got rid of the huge house, waterfall and 

billiards room included, and moved to a smaller  house. Then, 

ten years later, when I started wondering who all these people 

were who  were working at my smaller  house—gardeners, 

housekeepers, cooks, and more—I decided to stop trying to 

pretend I was a billionaire and move to a condo. I even orga-

nized a sale to sell everything, and jumped in my car just as the 

fi rst buyers  were driving up. They bought things I never really 

needed in the first place. I  couldn’t get over it. I was gleeful at 

the idea of sending all my stuff out into the world. 

It didn’t take long to understand that living in a condo and 

driving a sedan rather than a Rolls was liberating. Yes, some 

privacy is compromised in a high-rise. But maybe all that pri-

vacy, all that exclusivity, is just a little overrated. It’s nice to be 

greeted by neighbors in the lobby on a daily basis. It’s nice to 

have a home and a staff that doesn’t make you feel like you’re 

hemorrhaging every  hard-earned penny. I was downsizing and 

I was growing up! I didn’t need all the accoutrements to show 

myself that I had a luxurious life. 

Still, when Michael Feinstein first invited me to perform 

in his small cabaret space, I turned him down cold. “I wouldn’t 

know what to do, Michael,” I said. 
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“What do you mean, Diahann?” he asked. 

“What am I going to do without my orchestra?” 

“How many do you work with?” 

“Twelve is usually the minimum.” 

“Four would work better in such a small space.” 

“That’s why you don’t want me, Michael. I  can’t be at my 

best if I  can’t take all my stuff with me.” 

“Well, won’t you think about it?” 

I’ve always liked Michael. He isn’t just a wonderful pianist, 

singer, and impresario. He’s a wonderful man. I trust him. Sev-

eral months later, an offer came in from him through my man-

ager. Would I please do a show at his space at the Regency? 

That’s when I seriously started to think about what it would 

be like to put an act together for a small room. There have been 

some wonderful  one-woman shows in recent years and I thought 

perhaps I could find my way to creating my own. So I fi nally 

found myself warming to the idea and saying to my agent, 

“Well, let’s try. Let’s see what we can do.” 

First, we made calls to see who was still around to work 

with. I needed a director, for starters. And when I was able to 

reach Larry Grossman after many calls, I said to him, “Thank 

God you’re alive!” We found Lee Norris, my old musical direc-

tor of twenty years, too . . . hallelujah. And little by little we got 

this minuscule group together and started working. 

And that’s how I began the pro cess of walking myself into 

the  twenty- fi rst century. 

This showbiz dinosaur was going to evolve! 

I was not expecting much when Lee, my musical director, 

suggested I come to New York to hear the band he’d pulled 
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together. After all, it was only seven pieces. With my history of 

fronting orchestras of ninety musicians, and my regular routine 

of performing with a  twenty-eight-piece group, fourteen at the 

smallest, what would this minuscule septet have to offer? Ev-

erything, it turned out. I could not believe how good the group 

sounded. They were top-level East Coast musicians, raised on 

Broadway and working around the greats, and what they 

sounded like was so inspiring I felt I needed a  well-written show 

to rise to the occasion. Choosing songs was familiar. I’ve done 

that all my life. But what the hell was I going to say to this audi-

ence looking right up my nose? 

My shows had never been intimate. Just the opposite, ac-

tually. Now I had to come up with a script that was conversa-

tional, confessional, and entertaining. Larry found a talented 

writer, Stuart Ross, the creator of the hit show Forever Plaid. But 

when I sat down with him for the first time, things didn’t click. 

It took time and patience to find each other. Then he had an 

idea. 

“Why don’t we look you up on eBay?” he asked. 

So we went onto my computer, and with his touch of a 

button, my life flashed before my eyes. Posters from movies. 

Issues of magazines with me on the cover, including  Good 

 House keeping, which made me laugh because I never was and 

never will be a domestic goddess. Vinyl albums. A canceled 

check from Samuel Goldwyn. A tabloid headline that said 

diahann warns doris day that no man is worth crawling 

after no matter how lonely it gets. Another old tabloid 

with a cover suggesting that Vic had Mafia ties and, by mar-

riage, so did I. Julia lunch boxes, paper dolls, and Barbies. DVDs 
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of me on Sonny and Cher and The Flip Wilson Show. Photos of 

me and Joan Collins on Dynasty with those big-shouldered No-

lan Miller gowns. 

A landfill of detritus! My life had been reduced to this? 

Not at all, Stuart assured me. But it was a start for putting 

together a show. 

He got me to tell stories, the kind I’d never told before. 

Such as the time when my love life was at its lowest, and I 

booked a suite at the Plaza with the intention of doing myself 

in. First, I got my hair styled and trotted over to Bergdorf ’s to 

buy a stunning nightgown with matching lace-and-satin pei-

gnoir. When I got to the hotel (with three sleeping pills and a 

bottle of Cristal in my Louis Vuitton overnight case), I was in-

formed that a mistake had been made and I could not have the 

suite until the following day. I was offered a room instead by 

the service elevator. A room by the service elevator? I  wouldn’t 

be caught dead (literally) in anything less than a suite! I was 

frantic. In my typically controlling way, I had it all planned and 

now it was falling apart. So I called a friend. She rushed over 

and we had dinner and polished off the champagne and ended 

up laughing until dawn. And the next day, I put my whole life 

back together. 

Stuart was also tickled when I told him that I’d been 

proposed to twice at the Regency, where my show would be 

playing. Here’s what we came up with: “I had two previous en-

gagements here, one on the third floor, one on the eleventh. So 

when I was asked to consider this engagement to night, my fi rst 

impulse was to ask, ‘How many carats?’ ” 

We Googled. We giggled. We went riffling through my 
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life. And as we did, something very interesting began happen-

ing over and over again. I found that despite my tendency in the 

past to take every single thing so seriously, and to consider my-

self something of a victim as I inspected every crevice of my 

psyche, I was laughing. 

And I was overjoyed when Bob Mackie made me the sweet-

est little dress for my return to the New York stage. I told him I 

wanted something understated. For once in my life, I didn’t 

want to hear people talking about my dress after a show as if 

it were the star, not me. Plus, he needed to come up with some-

thing modest in size, a dress that would not take up an entire 

room. That way, I would not ruin people’s hairdos as I threaded 

my way past them through the back of the little cabaret space to 

get onto the  stamp-size stage. The dress Bob made was diminu-

tive in size and demure in look, like a schoolgirl  dress—black 

and white with a Peter Pan collar. And, oh yes, there  were also 

thousands of tiny little glittering beads that sparkled like the 

skyline. The dress cost thirteen thousand dollars. It went very 

well with my “Give Me the Simple Life” medley, I have to say. 

On opening night, nervous as I’d ever been, I stepped onto 

that stage in front of my first New York audience in forty years. 

And I looked straight down onto the smiling face of none other 

than my friend Harry Belafonte. I could hear people breathing 

in that small room. Their proximity was indeed unsettling. But 

the band sounded great and I sang well, and when I told my fi rst 

joke and heard the laughter, it was better than anything I’d 

heard in years. Frightened as I was to talk about my life, my 

loves, my ups and downs, it turned out that being honest and 

intimate, admitting to the big regrets and owning up to my 
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funny foibles, forced me to face myself as a performer in ways 

I’d never tried before. 

And I am not being disingenuous when I tell you that I 

was shocked by the generosity of the New York Times review. 

Not only was my singing described as “erupting as if from a 

volcano.” I was called “an astonishingly youthful” seventy-year-

old grandmother. Fortunately it was only the show that was re-

ferred to as “historic,” and not me. But actually, let’s face it—I 

am historic. There is hardly a place I  haven’t been that doesn’t 

have history for me. And everywhere I travel, there is someone 

to see. 

And this new solo show of mine, something I had resisted 

because I was always a lady who needed things big . . . well, it’s 

turning into a big fat blessing for me. It’s years after that New 

York Times review and presenters in venues from all over the 

country still call and invite me to come tell my stories, sing a 

song, do my thing. How can I say no? 

Last November, Michael Feinstein invited me to be part of 

a show at a large theater in the Palm Springs area. I was de-

lighted. I spent the previous week rehearsing in Los Angeles, 

primping and preparing and getting everything just so in order 

to give a flawless performance. I needed to be in shape for the 

 stage—in fighting form. The theater was a  thousand-seat house— 

a good size for the old girl. And although it was supposed to be 

Michael’s eve ning, he was gracious enough to offer to share 

equal billing with me. That’s more than I can say for some men 

I’ve performed with in my lifetime! 

On the afternoon of the show, I arrived and walked onstage 

to rehearse with the band and with Michael. That’s when I felt 
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my throat going completely hoarse. That tickle I had been try-

ing to brush off the day before was now manifesting itself as a 

full-blown,  song-eating sore throat, a  showstopper—but not in 

a good way. 

My manager, Brian, didn’t miss a beat and called a local 

doctor. Then I excused myself from rehearsal with little 

drama—as if I  were just going to use the powder  room—and I 

was whisked out of that theater and into a nearby doctor’s of-

fice, where I was rigged up to a machine that blew something 

into my lungs . . . cortisone, I guess; don’t ask  me—I don’t 

even know how to send e-mails . . . and then whisked right 

back. It was kind of dramatic, a  performing-arts emergency. 

But Brian had seen it all before. Peggy Lee, whom he had man-

aged years ago, traveled with her own machinery for just such 

emergencies. And the result was that her lungs  were always 

strong and her audiences always happy. That’s what it is always, 

always about for me and any performer worth her paycheck: 

making an audience happy by doing what makes you happy. 

It’s the greatest luxury in the world to be able to call that  

work. 

Back at the theater (which, I was told, I had headlined 

when it opened in 1986) I got on the stage with Michael. The 

band started playing, and was sounding great. We rehearsed “I 

Wish I  Were in Love Again” and “Who’s Sorry Now?” and a few 

other feisty hits that make love sound more like war than ro-

mance. (Later in the eve ning, I dedicated them “to all my hus-

bands.”) I went through each song with Michael as best I could. 

But there was no doubt that my throat was not in any shape for 

a good concert. 
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“Oh, Michael,” I apologized. “I have a terrible frog in my 

throat.” 

“Well then, you might as well enjoy it,” he replied. 

And you know what? That’s just what I did. Well, why not? 

As I told the audience later, after Michael was kind enough 

to introduce me as “essential” to them, I thought I’d be dead by 

now. And besides, sore throat or not, I got to wear false eye-

lashes and a big blue gown to work—a getup that most women 

would be able to wear only on a red carpet or to a gala. Best of 

all, I was working with my friend and singing the songs I loved 

so dearly. I love working. It keeps me in touch with what makes 

me happy. 

At my age, I revel in every performance even with a frog in 

the throat. It’s surprising to find I can still be such a little 

trouper at seventy-two. But I’m not alone in this. Everywhere I 

go, I find women my age having a ball just rolling with the 

punches. 

I mean, look at the change in the conversations we have 

these days about menopause. There are jokes about it on tele-

vision, on talk shows and sitcoms and commercials. For 

women, it’s wonderful to be out of the closet with this little af-

fliction. It was actually a word nobody wanted to hear for 

years. Menopause meant that you  were unattractive and that 

everything was on its last legs. So even the mention of the 

word would provoke people to say, “Oh, don’t say that.” But I 

just love the fact that we are owning our bodies now, and that 

you can be at dinner with a friend who starts fanning herself 

with her hand and she can just say, “Oh, give me a second, I’m 

having a senior moment!” We are free enough to fan our faces 
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in solidarity and enjoy it. I love it! It isn’t just good for se nior 

women, it’s good for all women. How far  we’ve come! Jay Leno 

now makes jokes about women who have to wear little pads 

because their bladders aren’t as strong as they used to be. 

Maybe it’s a little more vulgar than is appropriate. But it’s ab-

solutely funny and true. 

Not long ago, we shot the cover of this book. In my typical 

fashion, I had spent a great deal of time preparing for the shoot. 

Greg, my favorite photographer in the world, was on board. 

And a dozen designer dresses had been sent over from Saks. 

They all fit as if they’d been designed just for me. But guess 

what? When I tried them on again the day before the shoot, I 

realized they were too tight. I had blossomed a full size since I’d 

last checked. How did that happen? I’d been exercising. I’d 

been watching my diet. It might have been my estrogen having 

its way with my body—something women of my age rarely talk 

about. The breasts get bigger without your permission, and like 

everything else we have to face when we hit our senior years, it 

can be a real roller coaster. Or perhaps I should say a Thanks-

giving Day parade. I felt as big on top as a balloon in every out-

fit I had specifically chosen for that shoot. I don’t know why I 

hadn’t been prepared. These days I always travel to my shows 

with gowns in several sizes. I never know what size will fi t me 

and I don’t want to take any chances. So in addition to all the 

other things I have to worry about when preparing to perform, 

it’s imperative I provide myself with enough wardrobe options 

to deal with a body that seems to have a mind of its own. 

I remember, several years ago, being in the dressing room 

of the couture floor of Saks in Beverly Hills, a place I always 
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enjoy, and the salesgirl pulled clothes for me in what her rec-

ords showed was my size, and what I thought was my size, too. 

So why was I having trouble with all the buttons and zippers? 

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I struggled. 

That’s when my girlfriend said very quietly, “They’re too 

small, Diahann.” 

“What do you mean they’re too small? Eight is my size.” 

“But they’re too small, Diahann. Would you please give 

yourself a break and let her bring them in the next size or maybe 

even the next size after that?” 

I told her I had been working like a dog to keep in shape. 

And I asked her what it was she was trying to tell me by suggest-

ing I get things two sizes bigger. 

“I’m telling you that your body has changed,” she said. 

“Not that much, it’s not possible,” I said. 

“Yes.” She sighed. “It changes that much. All the fat glands 

have changed and the weight is redistributed in your body, and 

it’s not really within your control anymore, so you just have to 

go along with it.” 

I stood on that gorgeous couture floor at Saks with my 

thoughts running in every direction. Finally I asked, “Does this 

mean I won’t be able to wear couture anymore?” The salesgirl 

looked down, then fled from the dressing room, as if from the 

scene of a crime. And my friend told me, “If you go up to a size 

fourteen, I think you’re going to be in trouble with couture.” 

What a dire possibility that was! 

Well, I have not gone to a size fourteen. I am holding at 

twelve as best I can. But I suppose if I do get up to fourteen, I 

can always take my favorite gowns and have them copied. I do 
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have my ways of making anything work when it comes to 

clothes. 

So why had I let myself get into this position with the 

clothes for my photo shoot? My body was rebelling on me at the 

worst possible time. 

I did what any  self-respecting and terribly vain Beverly 

Hills lady would do in such an emergency. I bought an over- 

the- counter water pill and took it before going to bed the night 

before the shoot. Within an hour, I was sweating like a race-

horse. The water pill was definitely working and the weight was 

coming off. I was up and down, in and out of bed, all night, 

sweating, bathing, then finding I could squeeze into outfi ts that 

would have nothing to do with me just hours before. I lost four 

pounds by dawn. But when I woke up later, all the weight was 

back—as if, in the words of the great Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber, 

we never said good-bye. I didn’t find that out until I arrived at 

the shoot and could not fit into anything. My bosom was bust-

ing out all over (as Oscar Hammerstein once wrote). What a 

disaster. Had it been any other time but now, my golden years, 

it would have been cause to stop the music and call everything 

off. But at this shoot, with all that camera equipment and all 

those people expecting me to shine, I found myself determined 

to make it work, just as I had a few months before when my 

throat deserted me in Palm Springs. Well, what are you going to 

do? You have to learn at my age that you can only fi ght your 

body and your metabolism so much. If you don’t come to terms 

with that, what fun are you going to have on your last years on 

earth? 

So you know what I did? I borrowed the shirt off my pho-
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tographer’s back. That’s right. It was black, which is so much 

more slimming than the colors I had originally selected, and it 

fit me well enough to do its job. “This is fine,” I said. “Let’s get 

started.” We tried various poses, and made sure to get my legs 

in the frame because, bless them, they’re still slim. Greg worked 

his photographer’s magic, moving me this way and that. And 

you know what? We had fun and we got our shot. 

No, it isn’t of a lady with a body to die  for—all my Pilates 

training notwithstanding. The lady on the cover of this book is 

one who has lived and still has some lines of experience on her 

face—at least before the retoucher got to it. The lady on the 

cover may or may not be the perfect mother or grandmother, 

and heaven knows she has never been very good at selecting 

men. But you know what she most definitely is? She’s happy. I 

hope you like her. I do. Some people come of age as teenagers. I 

came of age as a senior citizen. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have 

to get myself ready to go out to dinner. It will take a little time 

and effort. As I have said, I really don’t know who I am until 

I’ve put on my makeup. And you know what? You  wouldn’t 

know me, either. 
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