

About the Author

Liza Minnelli is an American actress, singer, dancer, and choreographer. Daughter of actress and singer Judy Garland and director Vincente Minnelli, Minnelli was born in Los Angeles and moved to New York City in 1961 where she began her career as a musical theater actress, nightclub performer, and traditional pop- music artist. She won an Academy Award in 1973 for her performance in Cabaret and in 1990 became the youngest performer to win an EGOT.





Chapter eight

“Pick Yourself Up—and Start All Over Again”

When I checked out of the Betty Ford Center in September 1984, I was given a road map to sobriety. Believe me, fighting for sobriety meant I’d be doing the hardest work of my life on something I always preferred to avoid: the Inner Me. I didn’t understand—yet—that the work would never end. It would be a lifelong journey. They told me I was not alone in my struggle with addiction. I had friends and family to help me build back, with new insights and tools to wrestle my life to a healthier place. Still, there was no escaping that only I could do the work.

This was uncomfortable for me. I’ve always been an impatient person. Impatient for joy, for answers, for instant results in my very busy life. Now, I was told to hit the pause button. What? Me? They said I should avoid making big decisions, at least for the first year. It was a time for deep reflection, discipline, and, yes, that foreign word again—pause. Another challenge I found hard to accept was to be cautious about my feelings and my behaviors. By now, you know I’ve never lived a cautious life. The counselors, doctors, and people I got to know at the Betty Ford Center told me to forget the idea that I’d find a magic solution to change my life with the choreographed snap of a Fosse finger. Getting sober, they said, would be “one day at a time.”

But what the hell did that really mean? I told myself I’d gotten through the Betty Ford program, so surely I’d proved that I could manage without substances. I decided that if I was going to use them, it would be rare. I told myself that I was worthy of recovery. I was stronger than my addiction. When I left the Betty Ford Center, I truly believed I was in control of my own life. But I wasn’t. Not yet. Although I didn’t know it at the time, managing the disease on my own made relapse inevitable. . . . Soon, I’d be slipping back into my abuse of substances.

This may be hard for some of you to understand. I pray you will try. My vision of an “addict” and “alcoholic” was someone who was falling-down drunk, passed out, didn’t work, wasn’t successful, a person without discipline. I wouldn’t have described myself with any of these words. Or my mother. We were both hardworking performers, recognized by the world as top of our game. I never considered Mama to be an alcoholic or addict either—even though Mama used pills and alcohol around the clock to cope with everything. Overwhelming stress and tensions. Happiness or sadness. Alcohol and drugs were constant, eventually moving to injections for faster delivery. Yes, there were hospital stays for “exhaustion” and worse, times when she was unconscious. She canceled shows, suffering personal and professional disasters. Still, I lived in denial. I believed Mama was a phoenix who would always rise from the ashes, until one sad day she didn’t.

Still, Mama’s disasters didn’t apply to me. I was taking back control of my life. But I found the slower pace maddening. And that, as I later learned, was a symptom of me being on the verge of a relapse. Some habits were just too deeply ingrained in me to be wished away. I was restless. For the first time since my teen years, my professional life was a desert, by design. There would be no concerts, no clubs, no recording dates, no movies or television appearances. If you remember the battle I had with my sister over a hot dog on my way to the Betty Ford Center, you’ll understand that I don’t like the word no. At first, I followed the directions I’d been given. Okay, I thought. There’s nothing now to distract me. My world is a quieter place. Also boring. Then, as sometimes happens—if you’re lucky, really lucky—a beautiful person walks into your life, a true soulmate. Michael is that person for me. He became my cherished best friend for the next forty-three years, and we know that will continue for the rest of our lives.

I’ve always believed in fate, and God knows fate was with me late in 1984, during the Christmas season, my favorite time of the year. I was living in Los Angeles, rooming with a fellow sober sister whom I’d met at the Betty Ford Center. My husband, Mark, was back in New York City. I was happy to begin what I thought would be a new, healthy life in a beautiful house above Sunset Boulevard. Eventually, I’d return home to New York, but not immediately. Mark and I needed some time apart to think about our lives together. Since I wasn’t supposed to be working, I plunged into a swirl of Hollywood holiday parties. It felt great to see friends again and be back in circulation.

I was planning to do a quick drop-in one night at Spago’s in West Hollywood. This was one of LA’s hottest restaurants, owned by celebrity chef Wolfgang Puck. A party celebrating TV’s Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous was in full swing. Nice, noisy, but nothing that required a great deal of my time. A quick “hello” to the hosts, a few air kisses, and I’d be on my way.

The place was hopping. As I made my way through the crowd, I heard a pianist singing songs that stopped me in my tracks. Magical classics from the Great American Songbook, songs I’d been raised on. The man singing them clearly knew his way around standards, making them come alive in a way I’d never heard before. He had a smooth, swinging baritone. Impeccable phrasing and timing that touched your soul. So who was this handsome young dude with dreamy blue eyes and a mop of curly black hair? As I walked over to chat, I had an odd sensation that we’d known each other for years.

Questions poured out of me: Hey, you’re pretty young, how do you know these songs? When did you start singing these songs? Do you perform anywhere else I can see you? How come I’ve never heard of you? In short, where the hell did you come from? Our conversation was brief, but memorable, and we made plans on the spot to meet later that night at Nucleus Nuance, a nearby restaurant where we’d have privacy. Unfortunately, I got caught up in the party, ran into other people, and stood this wonderful guy up. He had been waiting patiently for me at Nucleus Nuance. Whether it was an accident or my subconscious, I’ll never know. When I realized my mistake, I thought, oh, well—too late to meet him now. Seemed like a great guy. My loss. I moved on.

A week or so later I joined the crowd at another holiday party, this one hosted by TV and movie legend Robert Stack and his wife, Rosemarie, in their beautiful Bel Air home. I was with Papa, and when he asked me to bring him a drink I headed for the bar. Again, I saw this same guy at the piano. This time I was really intrigued. He was singing an obscure Gershwin song called “The Lorelei.” It was written for a 1933 show called Pardon My English, and I was positive I was the only person for miles around who knew it.

We’re not talking Billboard 100. The song is about a German maiden perched on a jagged rock in the Rhine River. Her intoxicating beauty lures pirates, whalers, and sailors to a grisly death. Merry Christmas! The pianist was singing a jaunty version of the song—a riff on an arrangement the great Ella Fitzgerald recorded years before. Then he suddenly stopped singing. Performer to performer, I knew what had happened. He’d gone up—which is showbiz for forgetting a portion of the lyrics. I hoped my presence had distracted him, so as I walked by the piano I nonchalantly threw him the missing lines:

Oh, I just can’t hold myself in check

I’m lecherous, yeah, yeah

I want to bite my initials on a sailor’s neck.

He said, “Thank you,” and I said, “You’re welcome,” and kept moving through the room. But later I came and sat next to him on the piano bench, and he asked me if I knew “Boys and Girls Like You and Me,” a song that was cut from Meet Me in St. Louis.

I did. And that’s how I came to know my beloved Michael Feinstein.

We looked at each other with curiosity and intrigue. An unbelievably obscure Gershwin tune from long ago brought us together and shook up the night. Our connection was an earthquake that would rearrange both of our lives. We didn’t know it, but we’d become each other’s best friend, a bond that continues to this very minute. “The Lorelei” contains the key line “Each affair has a kick and a wallop.” Ours was born at that piano.

Just twenty-eight, Michael was a gifted singer and pianist working at private events and in small clubs in Los Angeles. He was a walking encyclopedia of classic American standards. He had a wicked sense of humor and didn’t fanboy at all. That hooked me on the spot. His head and his heart were filled with the same songs as mine.

Then it got deeper. Michael told me we had a family link. He’d been the archivist and dear friend of Ira Gershwin, my godfather. He was the best man at Mama and Papa’s wedding, and I was named after the song “Liza,” written by George and Uncle Ira. Michael could rattle off the history of that tune—any tune—it seemed. We shared so much in common, we didn’t know where to start. If I believed in fate before, I was certain of it now.

Once again, I said, “We have to spend some time together. Let’s meet at Nucleus Nuance after the party.” Michael nodded, with what I now realize was a knowing, skeptical smile. Once again, he waited there for me to show up. And, once again, I didn’t.

Unforgivable. There was nothing intentionally malicious about it, but I now realize how selfish it was for me to get caught up in the party, spend time with people I knew, circle back to Papa, and then be on my way. On reflection, I realize my life had become one of expecting people to wait for me. That’s not who I wanted to be. Most guys would have kissed me off. And who could blame Michael if he did? He had now shown up at the restaurant twice, explaining to the maître d’ he was waiting for Liza Minnelli and to please get us inside discreetly and quickly. Twice the maître d’ shot him a look that said, “Sure you are, buddy. Sure you are.”

It’s a blessing for me that Michael didn’t wash this girl right out of his hair, or his life. And I’ll always be grateful. A week later, I went to a third Christmas party, this time at Papa’s house in Beverly Hills. He and his wife, Lee, were hosting an A-list soiree with friends like Gene Kelly, Kirk and Anne Douglas, Cyd Charisse, Tony Martin, and other celebs. This time I made a beeline when I again saw Michael at the piano. He looked at me warily but relaxed when I sat down and just began singing with him. We had an instant musical rapport I’ll never forget. Our voices met in sweet harmony. They rose and fell together, entwined. Do you have any idea how amazing that feels? How rare it is? It’s the musical equivalent of electric love making with someone you’ve just met.

This time, I had the decency to do things differently. For the rest of the party, I didn’t leave his side. Michael’s beautiful blue eyes widened when Papa sat down with us on the bench and sang “Embraceable You.” We were amazed at what was happening, and I blurted out something I would say to him so many times in the years to come: “Michael, from now on we’re joined at the hip.” We had spoken with each other only briefly over the course of three holiday parties. We barely knew each other. Yet somehow I knew I was connecting to someone who would understand the deepest part of me. Those vulnerable places that I’ve always kept hidden behind the public persona of Liza Minnelli. Beyond our musical rapport, I sensed an honesty in Michael that’s all too rare in show business. I believed, at some level, that his sincerity terrified me. Was I really ready for this kind of a relationship, wherever it might lead? Maybe that’s why I stood him up—twice. Fortunately, the third time was the charm. I didn’t run away.

When I’ve told this story in the past, it always ends there. There is, however, an untold moment neither of us has forgotten. It’s painful in the reretelling. Late in the evening, I got thirsty, left the piano, and came back with a big glass of cabernet. I began draining it as Michael played the piano and simultaneously looked at me in disbelief.

“Wait a minute,” he said gently. “Didn’t you just get out of Betty Ford? Why are you drinking red wine?”

I played it cool, because I wasn’t fazed by his question one bit. This was a game I knew so well: “Michael, there’s no problem,” I said. “I’ve got this fully under control. I’ve learned everything about taking care of myself. I know the rules. I’m absolutely fine. Really. Don’t worry about me. Let’s talk about you.” A very deft move away from an awkward subject. Usually it worked. The look in Michael’s eyes told me that maybe this time it didn’t.

What happened next didn’t help matters. Clumsy me spilled the glass of wine all over Papa and Lee’s very expensive living-room carpet. Way to go, Liza May! Michael looked like he had just seen a ghost. A deep stain was spreading at our feet. I assured him everything was fine, just fine. I assured him he wouldn’t be blamed. I ran to the kitchen, breathlessly bringing paper towels and club soda. Dabbing at the rug, I began singing a Mexican hat-dance song. I turned it into a comedic moment. No problem, honey! The embarrassing moment passed.

I realize now that I was slightly inebriated, in spite of my protests. I’m a dancer, with damn good coordination. If I’d been drinking cranberry juice instead, there would not have been a red stain all over the carpet. This was the first moment since leaving the Betty Ford Center that I had even asked the question: Were my new techniques really working? I was confused. Michael had gently and respectfully—without any judgment—asked me to look honestly at my behavior. He brought me face-to-face with the denial I had been hiding ever since I got out of rehab months before.

I had the rap down cold: I was in recovery. I was fine. Taking time off from work just to focus on being healthy. Don’t worry about me. It always worked like a charm. Most people were reassured—they usually wanted to be, especially if I was paying them—and they moved on. Behind the scenes, though, I was gradually slipping back into my old patterns. Alcohol, pills, and drugs were insidiously seeping back into my life.

Let’s get one thing straight. For me, and all of us who battle addiction, there’s no such thing as “just a glass of wine,” “just a pill,” or just a fill-in-your-own-substance blank. I was on the road to recovery but just beginning the journey. I was not ready to give up the crutch that came into my life when I took my first yellow pill. Not even close.

After we cleaned up the spill, Michael and I kept on singing. We were now the last two people at the party. He offered to drive me home. “So, when can I see you again?” I asked. He told me he was performing most nights at the Mondrian, a swell hotel on Sunset that attracted Hollywood celebrities. I told him I’d come to see him play, and he shot me a look that said, “Right. I’ve heard this before.” But this time was different. I went to see Michael the next night, and he was genuinely surprised. Also pleased. I sang a few songs by myself as he played, and then we sang together. The crowd loved it. When his set ended, I cracked him up saying, “Honey, let’s go to Nucleus Nuance!” We both laughed our heads off, and this time we headed over together. As we walked through the door, the maître d’ who had once scoffed at Michael was stunned.

I knew my way around the place and led us to a private room at the back, where VIPs often dined. Paula Wayne—the dear friend and fellow actress who let me crash on her sofa in New York many years before—was waiting for us. She was now a seasoned Broadway star, having appeared in Sweet Charity and Golden Boy with Sammy Davis Jr. Paula gave me a warm hug. She also generously offered to share several lines of cocaine with me, which we quickly snorted. Once again, Michael was dumbfounded. What the hell was going on?

“I thought you weren’t doing this anymore,” he said. “Oh, I was just trying to make her feel comfortable,” I answered. Michael didn’t look happy. Or convinced.

Then we went to his place, an apartment in the hills of Beachwood Canyon, above Hollywood. I wanted to see where this guy lived, how he lived. I was smitten. Unfortunately, I was allergic to cats, and he had a big one named Bing Clawsby. There was no way I was going to let that get in my way. I took an antihistamine and gradually made my peace with Der Bingle. Soon I was going over to Michael’s house every night. We’d stay up until six in the morning, but that was no problem for him. He was used to working nights and starting his day at eleven in the morning. I, however, was running on adrenaline. I’d leave his place early, around nine for morning appointments. Michael, half asleep, was amazed I could function so well. So was I.

We had incredible laughs as our friendship grew into something deeper. One afternoon, I took Michael to lunch at the Polo Lounge, in the Beverly Hills Hotel. It’s an elegant, legendary spot. Usually packed with celebrities. I’ve spent many hours there over the years. I was a regular, and the hotel appreciated that.

When the two of us showed up at the Polo Lounge that day, however, they didn’t appreciate the fact that Michael wasn’t wearing a sport coat. They had a strict dress code and refused to let him in. Sorry about that, Miss Minnelli, the greeter said, but we can’t make exceptions. Well, Miss Minnelli read the room and began a delicate negotiation with him: “Your hotel likes—no loves—that I bring guests here,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be a shame if I stopped coming because of this insult to my friend? A wonderful man who didn’t happen to be wearing a sport coat today?” They got the message. The maître d’ folded like a soufflé and said, “Right this way to your table, Miss Minnelli.”

We had days and nights of fun and tenderness. One evening at the Mondrian bar, Michael played a little-known song called “You Are for Loving” and slyly asked if I knew it. I gave him such a look! “Yes, darling,” I said dryly. “I introduced it.” This was my showstopper from Best Foot Forward, twenty-one years before. The sheepish look on his face was priceless.

There were also poignant moments. One night at the Mondrian, Peter Allen came over to say hello. He had been staying at the hotel and knew about our budding relationship. Taking Michael aside, he said, with great affection, “Please take care of her.” He hugged Michael, kissed me, and was out the door. When I overheard what was said, I knew I was still loved by Peter, who remained a beloved friend for the rest of our lives. But now a new love was stirring in me for this beautiful young man at the piano. Our place in each other’s lives was becoming more intense. The memory of that night still brings tears to my eyes.

I hear you asking . . . did my friendship with Michael become intimate? Michael, a proud, openly gay man, hadn’t signed up for a love affair with a straight woman. However, I sensed an openness in him to me. I knew there was an attraction. It couldn’t be denied. “I love you,” he’d say, “but that’s not how our relationship is going to go.” Except it did. I loved staying at his place. I loved the smell of his sheets. His clothes. Everything. In the priceless words of Noël Coward, I was mad about the boy. I wanted the two of us to have a child.

Well, that would have been complicated! I was technically still married to Mark. And Michael knew it. Mark felt like something was going on in California and called me to ask, “Do I need to be worried?” I assured him he didn’t. Besides, I had suffered two miscarriages, and the pain from that never went away. Despite the love we shared, Michael was not convinced that this was the time to make my life more stressful than it already was. So we didn’t have a baby. But I did give Michael something precious. He was a major, unique talent. Someone destined for, and deserving of, a wonderful career. Like so many young people in show business, he needed a break. Someone to launch him to the next level.

I had an idea. We’d hold an “opening-night” party for Michael at the Mondrian. Even though he’d been playing there for a while, this would be billed as his official debut. It would be an elegant bash with a Hollywood A-list. We set the date, February 22, 1985, and I got to work, making all the arrangements for a terrific night.

Michael was overwhelmed at first and a tad intimidated. When he saw the guest list, he cracked that if he wasn’t the main attraction, this was a party he’d never be invited to. Wrong! Michael had been performing for some of these people anyway. I told him this was all about presentation. After he was introduced, the room would get quiet. They’d be listening only to him, as he began working his magic. He’d craft a beautiful set of songs for an audience of showbiz VIPs, many of whom would be seeing him for the first time. He was getting ready for his close-up, I told him, and I’d be right beside him. He could relax, because I was driving the train.

Then I got blindsided by a locomotive I should have seen coming.

The people who knew me best could see that, in recent months, I had been drifting back to the desperate place that originally sent me to the Betty Ford Center. I couldn’t hide the truth any longer, even though I put up a bright, perky facade. I was missing appointments, blacking out at home, and flying off the handle emotionally. A handful of friends, and by that I mean my real friends, didn’t pretend they couldn’t see what was happening. They didn’t enable me. Instead, they sprang into action. Without Michael in my life, I don’t think they would have dared. With Michael beside me, I was becoming more open. Honest love makes a difference.

So does truth—and sometimes it’s a gigantic slap in the face. My friends and family told me I had to go back into rehab. My life was a mess. This time, they suggested, it could be at the Hazelden Drug and Alcohol Rehab Center, in Minnesota. They believed this would be easier for me to handle, because I might be embarrassed to return to Betty Ford and face the same people who had helped me earlier. By going somewhere new, I could avoid that. (Ironically, Betty Ford has merged with Hazelden, and the recovery center is known today as Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation.)

Getting me to say yes, however, was easier said than done. In the days leading up to Michael’s party, my life became a crazy split screen once again. I was simultaneously working hard to make his bash a success and wrestling with the prospect of round two in rehab. Nothing is ever simple or easy with me.

When Elizabeth Taylor asked me to come over to her house one afternoon, I had a sixth sense that something else was on the table. I suspected it might be an intervention for me in her Bel Air home (this is the house, by the way, in which my friends Nancy, Tina, and Frank Sinatra Jr. grew up with their mom, Nancy Sr., after their parents divorced). As I later learned, the other invitees would include Michael, Jack Haley—my former husband who remained a good friend—and other people who loved me and cared. Everything was set, but I didn’t show up. I wanted no part of this. Not a smart move.

I got a stern tongue-lashing from Elizabeth. I’ll never forget the urgency in her voice and her words: “Liza, this disease is going to kill you if you don’t do the right thing,” she said. “You’ve got to go back to rehab. Now. We all love you. Please, no more lies. You’ve done it. I’ve done it. Look in the mirror and see what we all see. You look like hell, and you feel even worse. You’re not able to do this alone. None of us can.”

I was scared. Also ashamed. Why couldn’t I lick this? Especially after taking so much time off from my work? Elizabeth’s “Please, no more lies” shook me to my core. I finally realized I had to listen to Michael, Elizabeth, Lorna, and the people who truly cared about me. Thank God. The intervention was scheduled again, and I agreed to go to Hazelden.

The plan was made for me to fly to Minnesota on the same night as Michael’s party. I was determined to host it, even though Elizabeth wanted me to go right away, the day before, and skip the party entirely. I couldn’t let Michael down and chose to wait a day, even though it meant hard knucklin’ it through the party without a drink. I promised Elizabeth I’d do the right thing. When I arrived at the Mondrian Hotel—early on the night of the party—I took the bartenders and waiters into my trust. I explained that no matter what I asked for, they must not serve me a drop of alcohol. I trusted these people in the same way that you trusted the crew on one of Papa’s sets. They got it. My problems were well-known. When waiters offered drinks to our table that night, I had Coke—the kind that comes out of an eight-ounce bottle. There were no games where I slipped booze into a soft drink when no one was looking. No secret trips to the bathroom to pop pills or use anything else, away from prying eyes. I was good to my word.

Meanwhile, the Mondrian bash was a smashing success, a turning point for Michael. The room was packed with stars who were beloved friends—Gregory and Veronique Peck, Henry and Ginny Mancini, Kirk and Anne Douglas, Cloris Leachman, and many more. I posed for an Associated Press photo with Michael, Elizabeth, and Joan Collins. Here he is, world! Here’s Michael! The picture was flashed around the globe and landed in People magazine, launching a new talent. My gifted friend was on his way, and he never played small rooms or bars again . . . unless they were his own famous Feinstein’s cabarets, for which he later received a Special Tony Award.

I beamed at the joy in Michael’s eyes. The people in the room—now big fans—embraced him. They had no idea that within hours, I was getting ready to check back into rehab. I knew all too well that it would not be a walk in the park. Especially the second time. What would this mean for me? What would it do to the image of sobriety I had been selling so carefully in the months after the Betty Ford Center? I knew I badly needed help. Again. I was both relieved and frightened.

When the clock struck midnight, I turned into a pumpkin and kissed dear Michael goodbye, promising to see him soon. Neither of us knew when or if that would be true. All I knew was that someone had given me a special, life-saving gift I couldn’t refuse. Late in the evening I got the message: “Mr. Sinatra’s plane is waiting.” Once again, Uncle Frank made his Learjet available to me. Because once again, I had hit rock bottom, this time on the very night Michael reached for the stars. It wasn’t lost on me that I was too sick to be able to celebrate with him. I was surrounded by love that night, but as I left the party I never felt so alone.

A Letter from Betty Ford

The Betty Ford Center in Rancho Mirage was just 127 miles from my Los Angeles home. An easy ride down the freeway. I could have returned there, but I realized there were too many distractions, too many temptations, for me so close to the world I knew. That’s why Uncle Frank’s plane touched down in Center City, Minnesota. Hazelden was a national leader in treating substance abuse, and it gave me the privacy I needed. It took a while for the world to learn where I was, thank God, and that suited me just fine. Michael was besieged by gossip columnists and the National Enquirer demanding to know where I had gone. They offered him serious amounts of money to spill the beans, but he held firm. This was our first secret, the first real test of our friendship in my eyes, and he passed with flying colors. I could trust him.

Hazelden offered a similar experience to Rancho Mirage, and some people called the second stint a “tune-up.” You had the same intensive group-therapy sessions, the same one-on-one talks with staff members. Hazelden held up a mirror and asked me to take a long, hard look at myself. Why had I slipped up? What would I do to get back on a path to sobriety? When my time there ended several weeks later, I felt stronger, yet still vulnerable. It was the first click in my brain that this was never going to be easy. I was encouraged by the hundreds of letters of loving support I received from people around the world. One note in particular gave me courage.

On March 3, soon after checking into Hazelden, I opened a handwritten letter from a special friend and mentor. Someone who had come to play a greater role in my life than I ever would have expected. I first met former first lady Betty Ford at Studio 54 in 1977. It was a happy, freewheeling night, and we became good friends. Now, eight years later, my world had turned upside down. Mrs. Ford launched the center that would rescue Elizabeth and me during seasons of crisis in our lives. Here I was again. Back on my ass. She sent me a four-page letter with words I’ll always cherish:

Dear Liza: I read the press announcement of your decision to go for reinforcement of your program, and I think that is just great! All of us would be better off if we would take advantage and time off to go to a retreat program to review, regroup and fortify ourselves in our recovery program.

I’m sure you realize you are where you are meant to be—whether you believe it or not, and what a blessing. . . . Believing in a power greater than ourselves that can bring us to sanity does not come easily or quickly. It takes practice and more practice. Most of us have felt all our lives we had to be completely in control and in charge—and releasing ourselves to “Thy will, not my will” is a new experience.

Believe me, Liza, all of us have had our shaky times. You are not alone. We all know what it is to falter but the main thing is you are back on the road. Just please know I love you as ever—maybe even more, since I now know you’re human like the rest of us. No matter what, please know we are all here to help each other.

I love you and you are in my prayers—Betty

There was wisdom in her letter that I wouldn’t fully appreciate until years later. She was right. All of us battling addiction fight fiercely to surrender control of our lives to a higher power. It’s crucially important. We must accept the reality that we’ll never be in absolute control again. We’ll always need help. I’m a shining example of this. But making it a reality was easier said than done, because denial was still a reflex action for me.

In the months after Betty Ford in 1984, I still believed that I was going to be okay, as long as I continued to function at a high level. Who cared if I did a few lines of cocaine? It was nothing to get worked up about. Sure, I poured Scotch into a glass of Coke to kick back. Please. I’m taking time off from life to control this, and I’m not singing and dancing my heart out every night. I’ve got to take it easy. I get it, I get it. And substances helped me calm down. So what’s the problem? I was sure that simply taking time off would make it easy. I think it made things worse. I no longer had the excuse of being too revved up from a performance to shift gears and take better care of myself.

After Hazelden, I went back to work. I craved the connection I’ve always loved with people who come to my shows. I told myself things would be different now. When I felt shaky, I’d attend AA meetings in cities across the country. Because you’re not supposed to speak about these meetings outside of them, I wasn’t outed. My secrets were still safe with me. I also got a boost from the wonderful people I’d met in recovery. My AA sessions were the first times in my life when total strangers weren’t asking me about showbiz, my career, and my parents. We’d focus on our addictions and hold each other up. When you’re on your knees, you can say a prayer and reach your hand out for someone to help you. My recovery plan also included occasional visits to detox centers. When I’d slip, I’d check in for a few days, get the poisons out of my system, and start over again. It became a familiar drill, from coast to coast.

I knew I needed these reality checks. But I still wasn’t ready to face the reality that had brought me to this moment. Even with progress, I’d be looking at years of recovery. Hazelden, after the Betty Ford Center, was the next best step I’d ever taken. But I was still dealing with anxiety, confusion, insecurity, and the realization that I wasn’t ever going to be safe beyond a single day of not using.

Life, however, wasn’t entirely a parade of gloom. Michael’s career was taking off. He was recording and performing all over the country. I was incredibly proud and happy for him. Also unhappy that his life and mine meant we couldn’t spend very much time together. Our communication was not as frequent as I wanted and needed it to be. That was a problem.

Some very unkind things have been said about our relationship. So let’s clear it up now. Michael has never depended on me for anything other than our love and deep friendship. In many ways, he’s an old-fashioned gentleman, and although I would have been happy to offer him the moon, he would never accept a dime from me. The truth is Michael and Terrence have helped me in ways I could never have imagined. They have made the last decades of my life a time of peace and security—free from worry. Asking nothing in return. I’m surrounded by loving friends and laughter. This seems hard for some people to understand. I feel sorry for them.

Back to 1985: After Hazelden, rehab tune-ups, and AA meetings, I went back to work. I was still learning ways to deal with addiction. Especially when I was on the road. I did my best to avoid parties where people would be drinking. If I had to be there, I tried not to stay too long. Believe me, the temptations got greater the longer the nights rolled on. I learned my lessons the hard way. You always have to be on guard. If you’re going to a party where you know there will be a lot of drinking and drugs, don’t go! Repeat after me: Don’t go! If you’re meeting a friend for dinner who likes to drink, get together for lunch. Temptation is everywhere. I’ll say it again: “If you don’t want to slip, stay out of places that are slippery.”

I know all this now. But I didn’t then. I was self-medicating with prescription drugs and alcohol at the exact moment I should have been moving heaven and earth to get them out of my life for good. I told myself (kidded myself) that I wasn’t going to get high. Just a little bit of this and that to take the edge off, to maintain the balance I needed to work, to live, to sleep. Despite the happy facade, I was sad inside. I so badly wanted to find the young girl who didn’t need any substances to sing and dance and thrive. I kept asking myself, “Liza May, how the hell did this happen to you?”

Everything seemed fine, until it wasn’t. I’d sober up, then I’d start to fall apart again, and the cycle would repeat itself. Highs and lows. This pattern continued for years. I only wish I’d had a crystal ball when I got Betty Ford’s loving letter. I’d have seen that she was telling me a painful and necessary truth. Betty knew it wasn’t going to be easy for me. I still didn’t. I wasn’t ready in early 1985 to dig that deeply into my heart and soul. There was too much pain I’d locked away and refused to deal with.

After my second stint in rehab, I plunged back into my life—concerts, TV, films, and hectic work with media requirements. I wanted to recapture the momentum I feared I’d lost. Part of that meant being a public personality, and I sat for press interviews. Everybody wanted to talk to me. Sometimes reporters were kind. Sometimes they were cruel. Barbara Howar, an Entertainment Tonight correspondent, fired insulting questions at me for ninety minutes. She was rude, baiting me, like I was a criminal. It’s as if she wanted me to walk out of the interview. That would make a bigger story for her, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

She asked about my rehab and Mama to a ridiculous degree, over and over and over again. Her voice dripping with sarcasm and faux concern, she asked: “If you could ask for anything on that yellow brick road, what would it be?” I didn’t miss a beat: “I’d wish that you don’t ask me any more questions about my mother!” They edited out the nearly twenty minutes of questions Howar had asked about Mama, so my reaction seemed out of proportion to the questions. Of course I was frustrated. She ignored my answers and kept asking the same question in a different way. How did I deal with childhood challenges and the fallout in my adult life? “With a lot of hard work,” I said. “A lot of soul-searching and mistakes and a lot of lying to myself and paying the consequences for it.” It was a crack in my armor. But it was honest. And guess what? Nothing fell apart. Nobody died. People connected with my truth.

The gauntlet continued with Ed Bradley on 60 Minutes. This was very different, because Bradley was an excellent journalist. He asked about Mama’s medication issues and how they affected me. “I grew up watching a lady who took pills and swore on my life that I would never take a pill,” I said. “Swore. And I didn’t realize I was doing it until suddenly I had the thought: What am I doing? What am I doing?”

“After winning the Oscar for Cabaret,” Bradley said, “there were rumors that you were drinking too much, taking too many pills. Were those rumors true?” “Yes,” I said, “I had taken Valium, which seemed so harmless. And it is the worst thing that you can get addicted to. I’ve been taking that for fifteen years.”

But it wasn’t just Valium. “To lose weight I would take a diet pill,” I said. “I took Placidyl to sleep. Mind you, these are all prescribed drugs. These weren’t street drugs, so I didn’t feel like I had a drug problem. I didn’t drink that much. I drank stupid drinks. I’d drink Scotch and Coke, or other sweet drinks, so I was constantly fooling myself, you know? Because who could be an alcoholic and drink Bailey’s Irish Cream?”

There was a painful moment when I admitted to Bradley that I had not been telling the truth in 1972 when I said, “I’m terrified of any kind of drugs. I don’t even take an aspirin.” I was publicly denying my disease. Why did I say this? “I didn’t want anybody to know that I wasn’t perfect,” I explained. “That I was under stress. I always wanted to be the hero. I wanted to be what everybody thought I could be.”

Then came the hardest, smartest question of all: Bradley asked if I had fallen off the wagon after leaving the Betty Ford Center and Hazelden. He had his sources and was no fool. After a long pause, I said yes, I had. “I went to get help and said I’m scared. I call my disease ‘Slick.’ It’s like Slick asks, ‘What’s the matter with you? You can have a beer! You can have one drink!’ That’s your disease saying you can handle it, and you can’t. It’s cunning. It’s baffling. It’s tricky. It’s tough.”

It felt good to clear the air. But if you talk about your personal life too much to a national audience, attitudes begin forming that you can never change. Once the press starts writing about your private moments, you’ve crossed a line that is very hard to uncross. It’s part of what I’ve come to call the “Of course” syndrome: Did you hear that Liza won the Oscar? Of course. Did you hear that Liza checked into rehab for drugs and alcohol? Of course. Did you hear that Liza canceled her shows again? Of course. Did you hear that Liza got married again? Of course.

I’m not the only celebrity who’s dealt with this. Nobody likes to be turned into a cliché or a cartoon. And I believe it’s far worse for a woman to run this gauntlet. The more it happens, the less you want to tell anyone the truth about anything. It’s nobody’s damned business. Except when you’re a celebrity. Then everybody wants a piece of you. So you clam up. And then they say you’re hiding things. It’s an insulting game that’s hard to win. All you can do is get up in the morning, walk out the door, and get on with your life.

Comeback, Triumph, and Tragedy

One of the good things I felt after rehab was the sense that I really could start all over again. I could get back to the basics of who I was. For all the fame and attention I got from Cabaret, Liza with “Z,” and New York, New York, I never stopped being the teenage kid who adored seeing Bye Bye Birdie in 1960. That musical lit a fire in me. There was always a part of me that didn’t want to be a star, like Chita Rivera. I was thrilled by the spirit of all those cool kids in the chorus. I wanted to be like them. A normal person in the theater, part of a community. I loved the idea of playing ordinary people with ordinary lives. I got the chance in early 1985 to make this happen.

Rick Wallace, a director who helmed L.A. Law, Doogie Howser, M.D., and other hit shows, was directing A Time to Live for NBC. The film was based on Intensive Care, a book by Mary-Lou Weisman that told the story of her struggle to raise a son, Peter, with muscular dystrophy. I was cast in the lead role, which would be my TV-film debut. Rick was a superb director, and the other members of the cast—including Swoosie Kurtz, Scott Schwartz, Corey Haim, and Jeffrey DeMunn—were outstanding.

I played a loving, harried, overwhelmed mother who fought like hell to raise a child she knew was doomed to die an early death. The role stripped me down to the bone. No sequins, no songs, no razzmatazz. It was transforming, and I’m glad critics felt the same. I won a Golden Globe that year as Best Actress in a TV Film, and was truly surprised to win. I felt rejuvenated. Reborn, at thirty-nine. It was just what the doctor ordered. A victory lap to savor.

I was just getting started. By now, I knew that performing on the road was going to be my meat and potatoes for the rest of my life. Good scripts might come and go, a record might catch fire, but singing to live audiences would always put food on my table. It also let me be who I was, more than any other art form. The years after rehab—and more to follow—showed that I was at my best reaching out to people with song in real time. To paraphrase the great Bonnie Raitt, the road was always going to be my middle name.

In June, soon after wrapping filming on A Time to Live, I began a twenty-six-city tour with a new show and a new attitude. “I know what some of you are thinking,” I said as I walked out onto the stage. “But you know something? I’m happy, I’m strong, and I’ve never felt better in my life.” This was all that audiences needed to hear. I got wonderful, heartwarming applause in each city, before I sang a single note. It meant a lot to me.

We called it “The Comeback Tour,” and that was clear from the first song, Jerome Kern and Dorothy Fields’s classic “Pick Yourself Up.” The key message is that, when you’re down and out, just shake off the dust and get back up. We blended standards like Irving Berlin’s “Blue Skies” and the Gershwins’ “The Man I Love” with new material, like Elton John’s “Sad Songs,” Madonna’s “Material Girl,” and Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” The shows ended with “But the World Goes Round” and “New York, New York,” and it felt like old times. I was back, baby.

But let me say something about the word comeback. The first time I used it for my 1985 tour, it made sense. I was returning to my life after two rounds of rehab. Then the word began to lose its meaning. Yes, I’m proud that I always get up after being knocked down. But please stop calling it a “comeback” every time I battle back. How many comebacks do you get before it becomes a joke? Hell, you can awaken from a nap and have a comeback. You can get over a cold and have a comeback. It’s ridiculous. If you google my name and comeback, your eyes will glaze over. There has apparently been a comeback for every stage of my performing life. One story in the New York Times, writing about a new show I was performing, used comeback four times. Five times if you include the headline. Norma Desmond, bless her heart, was ready for her close-up (aren’t we all?). But not a comeback. Really, she’d ask? Have I been dead? For God’s sake, give it a rest!

My 1985 tour ended just before Christmas, and I began 1986 with concerts at the London Palladium. I had returned there several times since the 1964 shows with Mama. Now, years later, I was more comfortable with London audiences than any others. We had a love affair that just got stronger over time. I did some of my best singing ever on those nights at the Palladium, the Royal Albert Hall, and other venues. These 1986 concerts were special. I opened with the same message of hope and rebirth as I had in the States. But I also made an important change in the closing lines to “Cabaret.” For years I sang, “When I go, I’m going like Elsie.” The lyric celebrated a woman who lived life her own way to the bitter end, with pills and liquor galore. Now, I ended the song by singing “When I go, I’m not going like Elsie.”

The crowd erupted with cheers. It was deafening. Thank goodness they couldn’t hear the private prayer I’d whisper in those moments: Please, God, please make it so.

Later that year, on July 25, 1986, I flew from Los Angeles to France. Two days before I left, I spent time with Papa, whose health was very fragile. I didn’t want to accept it, but with Michael by my side, I had strength to face what might happen. And I’m so grateful Daddy and I had that special time together. Just the two of us. Michael coming in and out whenever we needed him. My father loved Michael. And of course, Papa’s mood brightened whenever I arrived. I hugged him and reassured him that he would get better. I’d see him again soon. We both wanted to believe that.

We watched Meet Me in St. Louis together for the first time in years, and I began sobbing. For the good times and bad: The stories of him meeting Mama on the set and changing her life. Memories of the man who was my biggest champion. The father who stood up for me and told me I could do anything, be anything I wanted. The loving, patient parent who was a rock of stability in my life during a childhood that ended much too soon. The daddy I socked in the nose at the age of five, because I couldn’t bear the sight of another little girl in his arms.

We said goodbye, I hugged him, and I promised to fly back to spend more time as soon as my obligations were done. I had a concert date scheduled and was also looking forward to a well-earned vacation. Just as I landed in Nice, authorities whisked me off the plane and took me to a private room. They said I had an urgent call from Uncle Frank. He needed to speak to me before I walked into the terminal, where hordes of reporters were waiting for me.

My heart sank.

Papa.

Uncle Frank was as gentle as a person could be as he broke the dreadful news to me. My poor father had passed away while I was in the air. He’d been suffering from heart problems and cancer, as well as Alzheimer’s. I was shocked but not surprised, because his condition was worsening by the day. Still, you want to think a parent will live forever. And then they’re gone. A painful wound opens in your heart that never fully heals.

Papa wanted to be cremated, but just as with Mama, family members objected. So we gave him a beautifully produced old-fashioned Hollywood funeral at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale. There were scores of VIPs. Of course Michael Feinstein, Michael Jackson, the Mancinis, Kenny Rogers, Bob and Dolores Hope, Jimmy and Gloria Stewart, and the Pecks. These were Papa’s neighbors after all. They all mourned the kind, gracious, genius man that he was. We said an emotional goodbye to a director who was a master of the modern movie musical. His like, as a man and an artist, would never be seen again.

When it came my turn to speak, I said simply, “My father taught me nothing was impossible. Nothing was out of the question. There’s always a way to accomplish something. Never give up, he told me as a child. I listened and remembered.”

I couldn’t possibly know then that this was the most important advice anyone would ever offer me. Papa gave me the confidence to chase big dreams, even if they seemed crazy to everyone else. Mama rolled her eyes when I said I was moving to New York to be an actress at the age of sixteen. Papa took me aside and quietly said he would support me. He knew how important it is to respect a child’s passion, and he wasn’t going to ignore mine. Instead, he ignited it. And Mama finally came around. After seeing me in Best Foot Forward, in 1963, she cried and said, “Liza, you’re gonna be bigger than me. Just don’t let them kill you.”

I didn’t.

Papa had my back to the very end, cheering me on. I still feel his love every single day. I dream about him often. Scenes come back to me again and again. Several years before he passed away, Papa came to see me in concert. I was always thrilled whenever he was in the audience. I finally decided to sing “The Man That Got Away,” Mama’s classic number from A Star Is Born, at the Greek Theatre in Los Angeles. It was one of the very first times I felt ready to sing a song Mama had made famous. And I did it because Papa was there. Michael saw my father after the show and asked what he thought about my performance. You must understand that Papa was one of the kindest, most loving, elegant, diplomatic people in the world. He dispensed with diplomacy that night and said to Michael, “Liza did it better than Judy.” This was amazing to hear, especially from the director who elevated Mama to a whole new level in cinema and beauty. Even though I’ve shared with you that my parents didn’t get along, I’m sure there were moments when my mother realized she had destroyed the one truly stable relationship in her life by divorcing my father. My version of this tragic song was colored by these emotions. Despite the accolades I received that night, including the love note from my father, I know that Mama will always own that song. I also know that Vincente Minnelli loved me perfectly, with a father’s fierce devotion. I was proud as hell and grateful to be his daughter.

Queen of the Hill, Top of the Heap

Not a day goes by that I don’t think of him. He was my safe harbor. He encouraged me to live my own life and didn’t overdo the “advice” thing. He was wonderful in helping me choose good people to work with and to make good creative choices. Remember the advice he gave me for my look in Cabaret? Honey, I’m still workin’ it more than fifty-four years later! Papa was the first person to tell me I’d be crazy not to hitch my wagon to Kander and Ebb’s rising star. I say all this because I can’t help but wonder what he would have said to me about my life in the decades after he died.

My reputation had taken some major hits, and I didn’t have as many film or recording options. I had to find a way to bounce back. Live performing still offered me a path. Thank God for my fans. I’d rather call you friends I haven’t met yet. Your love, your support, has always given me so much. It’s a great feeling to know that at eighty, a producer can put my name on a marquee, and people are still interested enough to come and see me. You care about me as a human being. And I damn sure care about you.

In 1987, I prepared a new set of concerts to make it clear that I was as strong as ever. I was sick of being pelted with the question wherever I went: “Liza, are you all right?” And of course there was endless gossip about my marriages. You can give as many interviews as you like to quiet these rumors, but it’s never enough. You can shout the truth from the rooftops. But for me the only proof that I was on the road back would come from action. Could I still deliver the magic onstage?

Come to the cabaret, put your money down, and find out.

On May 28, I began a twenty-one-night run at Carnegie Hall. The longest engagement in its history, eclipsing the record I set myself in 1979. I made my debut on that fabled stage eight years earlier. But times had changed. This would be New York’s first glimpse of me following Betty Ford and Hazelden—my first solo concerts in the city since 1979. Intimidating? Sure. Was I ready? You bet.

I had also reached a crossroads moment. I was forty-one, still married to Mark, and we were living together in our fashion. Trying to make it work. Michael was also a major presence in my life. But, to borrow from Charles Aznavour’s famous comment, Michael and I were “more than friends and less than lovers.” Our relationship didn’t threaten my marriage. All of us were thrilled by the Carnegie Hall engagements. If everything went right, it would be the high point of my live-performing career.

Ads for the concerts were plastered everywhere—in Times Square, on billboards, in taxis and buses, on TV and radio, and in magazines and newspapers across the city. We put together a forty-five-person orchestra, and by “we” I mean a team including Kander and Ebb, music director Bill LaVorgna, and my friend and arranger Marvin Hamlisch.

We decided to blend standards and showstoppers with newer songs I loved, including “I Can See Clearly Now,” “Somewhere Out There,” and “You’d Better Sit Down, Kids.” Every number had a special meaning in my life. I wasn’t singing to an audience. I was saying to each individual: “This is what I’ve gone through, has this ever happened to you?” The show would be recorded by Telarc Records, a welcome change from 1979, when I had to pay for the recording of my Carnegie Hall debut myself. Halston designed my fabulous costumes—four quick-change dresses for the show, an encore dress of gold and white, plus a red after-party dress.

When I walked out onstage opening night, I had nerves of steel for maybe the first time in my career. And that was a good thing. Because I honestly felt the hall shaking under my feet. I got a roaring ovation from twenty-six hundred people before I began the first song. I’d enjoyed big welcomes before, but this was different. I was born in Los Angeles, and because of my family, it’s my headquarters today. But New York will always be my soul. This was me coming home to my people. My town welcoming me back. Happy to see me alive and damn well. The applause washed over me. I felt bathed in the audience’s love.

Then I broke into my opening number, Cole Porter’s majestic “I Happen to Like New York.” There was thunderous applause again when I said, “You have read a lot about me in the last couple of years, and most of it is true. But things do change.”

My family showed up in force, wiping away tears as I spoke about Mama and Papa. My husband, Mark, who had been through so much with me over the past seven years, smiled at me throughout the show. He was filled with love for me that night. Was it still the romantic connection of a husband and wife? You’d have to ask him. My prior husbands, Peter Allen and Jack Haley Jr., were also there. They
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For interviews, research, and boundless commitment to this tome, my brilliant coauthors, Josh Getlin and Heidi Evans, who worked with Michael and me to chronicle my life, countless hours of recorded conversations, and turn my wild ride into a book of healing. Josh is a bestselling author who was New York Bureau Chief as well as a political and cultural writer for the Los Angeles Times, and Heidi, a real-life Lois Lane, has a Pulitzer Prize in journalism for her work at The New York Daily News on the health consequences to our 9/11 first responders. They’re both award-winning writers, and I hope this book delivers too! It only took us twelve years to do this one. If we’re going to work on Volume Two . . . we better get started right away!

Mel Berger, my agent and a true literary lion at William Morris Endeavor, whom Chita Rivera and I spoke of years ago. Susan Weaving, for unrivaled talent and sheer heroics, also at William Morris Endeavor. My publishers at Grand Central Publishing, a Hachette company. My Editor‑In‑Chief Colin Dickerman, and his supercharged team: Jimmy Franco, Ian Dorset, and Tiffany Porcelli. Without you, it simply would not have happened.

Genius Christopher Young, Vice President & Creative Director, Tiffany Patrimony and Global Creative Visual Merchandising at Tiffany & Co., who celebrates beauty and inspires me to work beside him as Creative Contributor. I love you, Christopher! You make life so much more beautiful.

Michael and I both love Sam Haskell of Magnolia Hill Productions at Warner Brothers Discovery. Sam was my agent during our William Morris years. Sam is the brilliant, Emmy-winning, powerfully talented producer bringing our filmmaking dreams to life, on worldwide screens—large and small. Beloved Sam, his wife Mary, and the entire Haskell family are dear and lasting friends.

Kathryn Vanderveen Drake of Createology, whose talents are limitless. Kathryn’s present day and history include fostering creative alliances with iconic brands and great people, including Dior, Netflix, Tiffany & Co., Baz Luhrmann, Guillermo del Toro, and . . . me!

Please understand, what many people call an apology those of us in recovery programs often refer to as making amends. Amends is a beautiful word, carrying the word Amen within it. Kinda like our own prayer. I offer my living amends to every person whose life, feelings, and work I injured while under the influence of substances. Those wounds I inflicted, including to those who have joined the “celestial choir,” are my deepest regrets. I apologize to each of you, and to each life impacted by my hurtful behavior when I wasn’t sober: I am so damn sorry.

It is only in my rearview mirror, knowing there are more days behind me than ahead, that I am able to see some of the ramifications of my selfish, self-centered, toxic, reckless behavior. Let’s be real. People lost so much . . . health, money, well-being, careers that fell apart . . . I stood you up . . . I damaged your hearts and souls in ways that only sobriety allows me to begin to understand. Babies, I wish I could fix it, but I can’t. The worst of this is that, tragically, I’m not able to remember every awful thing I did when I was using. Making this so public is weirdly both painful and necessary. It is also one of the greatest motivators in writing this book. In a twelve-step program, rigorous honesty is the only way to recover. We are all as sick as our secrets, and you don’t have to have SUD to tuck that under your pillow.

I realize that taking responsibility for my own behavior, and having . . . “the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, the courage to change the things we can, and the wisdom to know the difference” . . . is an essential tenet of recovery. Acknowledging the wreckage, hurt, and havoc of my past behaviors is a path to renewal.

To each of my substance use disorder brothers and sisters, and your loved ones, I give you my heart and my love. Our disease is not a battle we can win—however, with treatment, honesty, and humility, we can have a different kind of victory. We can LIVE. One day at a time. . . . My life proves that to be true. Please, share this story with loved ones, friends, and colleagues. It may save someone’s life.

Finally, it is a privilege to thank the people I love and have never met. Whenever I perform, I’m not singing for an “audience”—that’s too damn grand. I’m sharing my life with you, as we journey together. My work is honest, and I’m always asking those of you who choose to share that experience with me, “Have you ever felt this way? And how can my heart touch yours, even if we’ve never hugged?” Thank you for always showing up to see me. It’s wild to realize that, for over sixty years, people continue to care, and be there and give me the gift of showing up with your love for me. For the rest of my life, I thank you and I ask you: Whatever I do next, please keep showing up!

Mama used to say, “Give people what they want, and then go get a hamburger.”

I’ll have a Double Double with extra spread, and a side of Animal Fries.

Love, Liza
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