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every day
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Glamorous and sophisticated in the early 1950s.



The Clooney Sisters
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in a Universal short subject made while the band 
was at the Palladium in Hollywood
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singing together

	[image: image]	Me as a sophomore 
in high school
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singing with the band
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When Frank and I were both very young.



	Aunt Ann at
her most glamorous
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	and Uncle George, 
looking handsome
in his uniform
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	Riding in the Cadillac at my homecoming 
celebration with Grandma next 
to me in the backseat.

	Dedicating Rosemary Clooney Street. 
That’s Mayor Rebekah Hord on my right.
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At the Mayor’s house with Blanche Chambers. Dad is smoking in the background.
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With Mitch Miller, and Dietrich as critic.
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	On the radio with Tony Bennett

	and singing with Joe
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	Exiting the courthouse in Durant, Oklahoma, 
on the day of my 
marriage to Joe


	and under the
olive tree at 
Roxbury Drive
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FOURTEEN
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Never rub two girl singers together,” Nelson Riddle once said, referring to the contretemps between Judy Garland and me over his arrangement of “Come Rain or Come Shine.” I wondered whether Four Girls Four would mean double the trouble.

In the fall of 1977, I was invited to join a new act with a couple of singers, Margaret Whiting and Barbara McNair, and a singer-comedienne, Rose Marie. I wasn’t delighted at the ad line—“A musical Mount Rushmore”—but I was intrigued at the idea: a quartet of women of a certain age strutting their stuff.

“We’re stars, and we will dress like stars,” Margaret declared. So we were sequined and beaded within an inch of our middle-aged lives. Barbara bowed out early, replaced by another singer from big-band days, Helen O’Connell. Our lineup settled into a comfortable rhythm, with the overture blending our signature tunes: Helen’s “Tangerine,” Margaret’s “Moonlight in Ver-mont,” “Rose-Marie” for Rose Marie, and “Come On-a My House” for me. Then the announcer called out: “Ladies and gentlemen, Miss Margaret Whiting!” Helen followed, surprising the audience with her unexpected edge of humor. After intermission, Rose Marie’s comic turn kept the mood going; then, when the crowd was ready for someone who just sang, I stepped up to close. For a finale, we all burst onto the stage arm in arm, belting out “Side by Side.” As our onstage rapport blossomed, so did our patter. Somebody would cock an eye at Margaret























































































 
FIFTEEN
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Carnegie Hall had always been one of those reachable stars. The dream that Betty and I had held so long came true on October 12, 1991. Only I was sixty-three years old, and I was a solo act.

“I’m always making a comeback,” Billie Holiday once said. “But nobody ever tells me where I’ve been.” I’d stood on the Carnegie stage before, taking part in tributes to other people; to help celebrate Irving Berlin’s one-hundredth birthday, three years earlier, I’d sung “White Christmas” and “Count Your Blessings.” Now, for the first time, I was there as a headliner. As I rode down to stage level in the enormous elevator built to hold a concert grand, I wasn’t coming back from anywhere, except perhaps an interior exile.

I’d planned my program as a tribute to the talents behind the tunes: the arrangers. Nelson had helped me understand just how short their end of the stick could be; his son Chris played bass trombone with me that night. Arrangers, Nelson said, “devote their lives to ennobling the efforts of songwriters”—and get only a flat fee, no royalties, no nothing. In the early ’40s, when he worked for Charlie Spivak, then Les Elgart, bandleaders known for their lead trumpets, his flat fee was $5.00 per arrangement, $7.50 if he copied out all the parts. Later, his rates rose; he was paid $4.00 a page for “Mona Lisa,” which Nat Cole used so many times, Nelson figured it worked out to a penny a play.

I’d seen very little of Nelson in the past years. Our paths had crossed only rarely, in professional contexts. I knew his second marriage was not a happy one. In a three-hour interview on public radio in 1985, a retrospective of his extensive career, he’d sounded so forlorn, so resigned to a sadness I couldn’t fathom, that I ached for him. He talked about me a little. “I still haven’t lost the feeling for her,” he said, knowing I would be listening. “I’ve lived two or three miles from her for decades, and I never make the trip, and I’m not about to. I remember; that’s all that’s important. We cannot help each other at this point.” Whether he was right or wrong, we had no chance to find out. He died of cardiac and kidney failure not long after that interview, sixty-four years old, with all his children around him.

He had never stopped being appreciated—treasured, really—by the people who played and sang his work. But he had slipped out of the musical mainstream as times and tastes changed. At one low point, a twenty-six-year-old executive said to him—to Nelson Riddle—“So what have you done?” But then he’d won an Oscar for his score of the film The Great Gatsby, and a collaboration with Linda Ronstadt drew him back into public view. Their first album together sold more than three and a half million copies, making it the third-bestselling album of the year, and the second sold more than one and a half million. They had just finished work on the third when Nelson died.

I heard the news on the radio. I called Jonathan Schwartz, son of the composer Arthur Schwartz, because he’d been close to Nelson, and I wanted to talk. Talking crystallized what was most worth remembering, like the elegant way Jonathan summed up Nelson’s gift for innovative orchestration. “He wrote music the way I thought it,” Jonathan said, “as though he were putting down, in his language, what my inner life felt like. It was about the melody for the individual voice, the minority voice, the out-of-step voice being heard.”

It comforted us both to know that Nelson, whose life had turned so bleak in middle age, had lived to see a renewal of admiration for his work. At a wonderful party Jonathan gave in Manhattan, friends and fans from every field—theater, television, music—had gathered to celebrate the renaissance. “I wanted faces that Nelson would recognize to pay tribute to him,” Jonathan said. “I wanted him to see how widespread the devotion was.” The stereo, with speakers wired to every room, pounded out Sinatra’s live performance of “I’ve Got You Under My Skin,” with his ad-lib opening: “Nelson Riddle’s finest hour!” When it was over, all the famous faces turned and gave Nelson a standing ovation.
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The whole point of a road is that it doesn’t end. It stretches from a past we can’t change to a future we don’t know. Nick wrote that liner note for Still on the Road. Back when Allen Sviridoff laid out his ten-year plan for me, I knew he couldn’t really see that far down the road; I was happy to concentrate on tomorrow, and maybe next week. But Allen had it right. A little less than ten years after he took up with a middle-aged girl singer with one $7,500 job lined up, I found myself booked into the very pinnacle of New York City glamour and prestige, high above the lights of midtown.

Rainbow and Stars—the brand-new supper club arm of the venerable Rainbow Room, sixty-five floors above Rockefeller Center—was full to its 120-person capacity for my opening in February 1990. My musicians had already squeezed their way among the tight-packed tables to the tiny stage, right up against a wall of windows. At the edge of the room, I waited in the near-dark, tense. Bismarck Irving, the maître d’, creamy-black and devastatingly elegant, closed the door softly behind me. His John Lennon eyeglasses glinted as he smiled at me. There was no turning back now.

Ladies and gentlemen, Rosemary Clooney. Then the applause, filling the small space as Dante escorted me to the stage.

“I wish I could just start on the second night,” I confided to the audience between songs. I meant it—and it got a laugh—but I knew this opening night was going well. I was relaxed enough to turn around while the guys were taking a chorus and enjoy the view: the dark park, the lights, framed by the two rivers converging at the northern tip of Manhattan, with a faint overlay of reflected faces from inside.

The audience was having fun, enjoying the Art Deco sheen of the place, the cigarette girl, the star-shaped spangles scattered over each table like fallout from a fantasy. The people were so close I could have touched them; singing to them was like talking to a handful of friends at home. I happen to think the mystique of the cabaret scene is overblown—cabaret just means you’re singing in a small joint. But that can feel very, very nice. Singing at Rainbow did feel nice for nine years in a row. I was sorry when it closed in 1998. But I know that somewhere there must be another glittering rooftop with city lights and a starry-eyed girl singer.

And whether I’m appearing before 120 people in a small joint, or 17,000 at the Hollywood Bowl, singing has taken on once more the feeling of joy I had when I first started to sing, when I had no other responsibility except to sing well. It’s wonderful to rediscover that heady experience of being in the middle of the music and doing what you want to do and having such a kick doing it.

I’ve just about talked Rafi into singing with me sometime. He lives in New York, and whenever I’m in town, we make a pasta pilgrimage to Patsy’s, where Joey Scognamillo and his family run the place so successfully that their pasta sauces are now sold in upscale markets. We celebrated Dante’s seventieth birthday there in 1996. I sang “My Funny Valentine” to him—and I was delighted to be in a position to pay my bill. Rafi’s wife Heather was a criminal barrister in London when they met; Dante and I flew to Belfast for their wedding. Rafi’s in great demand for voiceover work—his first big job was for Miller beer, then came DeBeers diamonds, a flu remedy, and, most recently, the voice of “Mr. Pencil” on HBO. Once, when he called me during the day, I asked why he wasn’t working. “But I am working, Mama,” he told me. “Just turn on television.”

Like Rafi, Miguel was never deterred from acting by my misgivings. He’s always made a good living as a working actor—something only a tiny percentage of Screen Actors Guild members are able to do. Leilani, his wife, is also an actor; she appeared with Miguel in a film, The Harvest, featuring Miguel’s full frontal nudity. I didn’t see the picture; I haven’t seen Miguel that way since he was six months old. A few years ago, Miguel audited an acting class that Uta Hagen, Joe’s first wife, was teaching. She stopped the class early; like Phyllis Hill, she was upset at seeing Miguel. “I couldn’t continue,” she admitted to him. “You look too much like Joe.”

Gabri was five years old when Joe directed Pat Boone in a remake of the musical State Fair. Gabri grew up to marry Pat’s daughter Debby, who’s sung with me at some of my performances. When Debby signed for her first television special, she wanted Edith Head to design her wardrobe; Edith had retired, so I called her at home. “I have a big favor to ask you, darling,” I began. “I know you’re not working anymore, but I need something special.” Edith interrupted. “Don’t tell me you’re pregnant again!”

Just as his brothers followed in their father’s acting footsteps, Gabri has inherited Joe’s talent for painting. His work has been exhibited often, including at Lincoln Center. He’s the assistant rector of All Saints Episcopal Church in Beverly Hills, where he preaches sermons that manage to be both funny and profound. And he has absolutely no compunction about “borrowing” lines from my act to use in them.

[image: image]

When Linda Ronstadt sent me the last album she’d done with Nelson, she included a note. “Because you are one of the singers who created this vocal style, I don’t know if you understand what it was like as a rock ’n’ roll singer to be up to my knees in such brilliant lyrics and subtle melodic nuances. After twenty years of singing ’Ooh-loppa-doo,’ as much as I like rock ’n’ roll, it was like finding an oasis in the desert.”

When she came to dinner, I knew at once we’d be close friends. She brought the former governor of California, Jerry Brown; we talked for hours at the dining room table about being Catholic, our work, politics, music. Linda had appeared on Nick’s TV show in Cincinnati, putting her rock career together, the same year I was falling apart. She told him she felt she’d arrived in the Velveeta Belt; when she got home, Nick sent her a big block of Velveeta, a jar of mayo, and a loaf of white bread.

“Nelson talked about you,” she told me, putting her hand over mine. “At Radio City, we were so nervous we held hands backstage, and he showed me his cuff links. ’Rosemary gave them to me,’ he said. ’I always wear them on important occasions, for good luck.’ ”

Given Linda’s success as a rock ’n’ roll performer, I wondered what appeal my kind of music had for her. When she explained, I understood. “I come from a different culture, so I have a different view of the material,” she said. “I want to sing not just the ingenue stuff, the courtship stuff, but the kind of music you do—the cumulative impact of your life.”

More and more, I felt that was what I was doing: not just singing a song, but singing my life. The focus of my yearly albums had begun to shift. I’d made a series of tributes to songwriters—Cole Porter, Harold Arlen, Irving Berlin, Jimmy Van Heusen, Johnny Mercer, Rodgers, Hart, and Hammerstein—but now I was putting together records with themes that resonated with my own history.

Do You Miss New York? “Me, too,” I told the microphone in a near-whisper. Still on the Road relived my travels and the road tradition, highlighted by “Let’s Get Away from It All.” Dedicated to Nelson spoke for itself. Released in my fiftieth year as a performer, Demi-Centennial spanned it all. On Girl Singer, “Straighten Up and Fly Right” included an excerpt from the recording made at WLW when Betty and I auditioned in the spring of 1945. Tony Bennett did the cover, a pen-and-ink sketch of me onstage, microphone in one hand, the other extended toward the audience—signed, as always, BENEDETTO. And I added a note: “This album is dedicated to Dante, my last love, for all his kindnesses.” I was able to make records like that because I’d earned a freedom, an artistic authority, that I’d never dared to imagine. Now I picked songs, and the arranger said to me, “How do you want it? How do you see it?” Nobody ever asked me that at the beginning of my career.

Gradually I assembled a fine group of musicians whose interests and talents dovetailed with mine. My old friend Gene Cipriano, whom I hadn’t seen since Tony Pastor days, played saxophone on several of my recordings. And I met new men: Warren Vaché, a highly trained and skilled horn player, and tenor sax man Scott Hamilton, less formally schooled but phenomenally intuitive—one of the finest musicians I’ve ever worked with.

I got to know my musical director, conductor, and arranger John Oddo in 1983 when I made my first Concord album backed by a big band: My Buddy, with Woody Herman’s orchestra. I’d met John briefly when I went to hear Woody at Fat Tuesday’s; now he impressed me as an excellent accompanist and a good jazz player, polite and very reserved. We ran over the music together in about forty-five minutes before each recording session—not much time, but enough, because we clicked right away.

John was a rigorously schooled musician, too; when I heard he’d gotten his master’s degree from the Eastman School of Music, I raised an eyebrow, remembering another alumnus, Mitch Miller. But Mitch had been the best thing that could have happened to me in that particular place and time—why not John now?
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In the finest Kentucky tradition, I’m blessed with a family of strong women. When I made my Mothers and Daughters album in 1997, I wanted to use the language of music to convey to them all how important they are to me. I sang Billie Holiday’s “God Bless the Child,” Irving Berlin’s “Always.” From a 1954 recording, we retrieved my duet with Betty, the irrepressible “Sisters”—I kept picturing Bing and Danny with their blue feather fans. I sang “Baby Mine” and, as a duet with Keith Carradine, the achingly poignant “Turn Around.”

The women in my life contributed their words and their portraits to the liner notes: my daughters-in-law, my three granddaughters, my sister Gail, my sister-in-law Nina, and my own two daughters. When I recorded “Maria” for the album, of course I sang it for my first-born daughter. She lives on a ranch in the hills of Santa Ynez, where she breeds and trains fine Arabian horses. Early on, she’d studied acting at Catholic University, and appeared in a Dino De Laurentiis film, Fighting Back. But her main artistic interest was in design; self-taught, she’s licensed belts, ties, shoes, and scarves all over the world. Gail is happily married to Chris Darley, son of Dick Darley, who directed my television show.

With Monsita, I share the defining experience of being a mother. She had just finished high school when Terry Botwick—now a vice president of CBS—knelt on the floor before me and asked my permission to marry her. “I will give you my permission,” I said, “if you wait one year from this day.” Monsita went off to Skidmore College; exactly one year later, she reminded me of my promise. I know Monsita considers it her most important work in life to keep her marriage strong and her children’s lives whole and happy; I respect her deeply for that and admire her success. I was moved when she wrote of me in the Mothers and Daughters notes: “She is a warrior for her children, fearless and relentless. Always in our corner, always on our side, and always, always there.”

Nina and Nick moved to Augusta, Kentucky, in 1974. After years of moving wherever Nick’s radio and TV career took him, they wanted a home, and they found it in a perfect Andy Hardy house with a shady backyard and a porch swing. Augusta is a tiny town, population 1,400—a storybook river town halfway between Cincinnati and Maysville, so picturesque that the television miniseries Huckleberry Finn was filmed there. Nina’s served on the Augusta town council; when she ran for mayor in 1998, she lost by fifteen votes. An unnecessary loss, I told her. “With our big family, we could have mailed in fifteen votes.” Their daughter Ada and her husband, Norman Zeidler, live not far away, in Petersburg, Kentucky—another little river town—with their children, Allison and Nicholas.

Nina and Nick bought a parcel of land across the street from the elementary school and dedicated it as George Marshall Park, with benches and flowers and a graven honor roll, named for the World War II general whose parents came from Augusta. “This is for those kids,” Nick said in his dedication speech, pointing at the school, “so they will know what happened.”

Nick is still on television, as a host on American Movie Classics, his days of chatting with veteran actors like Thomas Mitchell and Walter Abel coming in very handy. He writes a column for the Cincinnati Post on whatever he chooses to write about, from the ethical intricacies of the death penalty to his efforts to dissuade his son George from following a show business career.

Happily, those efforts were not successful. George treated acting like a profession, nothing more—but nothing less—and that perspective gave him staying power. After ten years of going to classes, taking small parts in small projects, persistently showing up, he found his own superstar niche as Dr. Doug Ross on NBC’s hit series “ER.” We’ve never sat down and talked about it, but George says he’s been helped by watching me, learning the things I had to learn firsthand, often painfully. Not to be seduced or overwhelmed by early success. Not to be devastated when success starts to ebb—not to believe people when they say you don’t have it anymore, because you believed them when they said you did. And to always, always keep control of your checkbook.
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For the Duration summed up an experience both devastating and unifying. Thinking of the old Zenith crackling with the inescapable news, I sang the old songs: “The White Cliffs of Dover,” “I’ll Be Seeing You.” On the cover, Uncle George grins winningly under his jaunty pilot’s cap. I remember how he laughed when Betty and I were frightened of our first plane ride. At least nobody’s shooting at us!

Uncle George had tremendous promise. He’d been a war hero, dated Miss America, seemed poised to make it big in some interesting way. But he never did. He’d gotten heavily involved in horse racing, first as a breeder and trainer—raising Thoroughbreds with names like Jamboree Jones, after a Johnny Mercer tune—then as a kind of track Gypsy, drifting around without much aim. One spring Miguel and my nephew George went to River Downs racetrack in Ohio and picked Uncle George up out of the tack room, where he’d been sleeping over the winter, unkempt and unwell. They cared for him, got him back together, and took him to Augusta; Nick and Nina found him a place of his own, where he settled in for the duration.

His little house, comfortably ramshackle, had been knocked off its foundation in the flood of 1937—the flood that ruined Papa Clooney’s store—and it had been put back askew, so that everything inside was slanted. Nick called it “the Popeye house,” and Uncle George loved it. He loved Nina’s cooking, too, especially her chocolate pie. He would call her and say, “My taster is set for . . .” and whatever he said, she would cook. I saw him whenever I was in Kentucky, but he never wanted to talk about what had happened in the past, so we never did.

On the day that Nina drove him to the hospital, they stopped for a bite at Caproni’s, right by the railroad station in Maysville, and sat at a table where he could watch the river. He ate hardly anything. “I’m a little off my feed,” he said. On the hospital gurney, he was still wearing his porkpie hat and black shoes, trying to keep everyone’s spirits up. “I’m going to be okay—I got on my dancing shoes!”

He was dying of cancer. He drifted in and out of consciousness as family members came. George was sitting with him, holding his hand, when Uncle George opened his eyes and said very clearly, “What a waste.” George thought he might have meant his smoking, but something broader, too—the idea that his life hadn’t been successful, that his time hadn’t been put to good use. George would have liked to tell him that it wasn’t true, that he was leaving a legacy of warmth and fun to the children. He’d always been a wonderful storyteller, a magnet for kids. All our children—Nick’s, Betty’s, mine—had spent summers with him, unforgettable times around horses and jockeys, the farm and the track.

He was obviously in great distress, and everybody knew he wouldn’t have wanted to linger that way. But the nurse said she wasn’t allowed to give him any more morphine. “It would slow his breathing, and it’s already slowed enough.” Then the doctor came in—a young man with understanding enough to grasp the situation and deal with it. He explained how the morphine drip worked, then left. “I’ll see you guys later.” That evening, Uncle George’s breathing slowed to a stop. He was sixty-eight years old.

After we buried him in St. Patrick’s cemetery, I walked among the stones. Well, hello, Aunt Ann, Grandma and Grandpa, Uncle Chick. Hello, Mama. Her full name was etched there: MARIE FRANCES STONE, MARCH 25, 1909–DECEMBER 13, 1973.

We had placed a stone here in memory of Betty. But she is buried in Las Vegas, where her children live. I’ve kept our big brown dime-store scrapbook:



THE CLOONEY SISTERS

OUR LIFE WITH TONY PASTOR’S ORCHESTRA

JULY ’46 TO ?



No ending date.

I remembered how hard Betty had worked with Carlos on his dramatic monologue when he was applying to Carnegie-Mellon. “Pray he gets in,” she’d asked me, and he got the acceptance letter just two weeks after Betty died. But she had asked him to take care of his youngest sister—the last thing she’d ever ask, the last words he’d ever hear from her—and he felt he couldn’t keep that promise if he went away to school.

He and Cathi and Cari and Cristina have all made Las Vegas their home, and stayed wonderfully close. There’s a cul-de-sac on the edge of the city with six houses on it; four of them belong to Betty’s children and their families, a little Clooney compound. I know Betty would be proud and glad of their closeness and of the bright, warm people they’ve grown to be. We always knew the sibling relationship was the one that would stick.

Monsita and Terry have three boys: Nathaniel, Harry, and Theodore. Miguel and Leilani have two: Rafael and Lukas. Gabri and Debby’s son Jordan, my oldest grandchild, is in college; their daughters, Dustin, Gabrielle, and Tessa Rose, wrote me loving messages that grace the Mothers and Daughters notes. They call me Grammy, and they call Dante Papa, as I called my father’s father, Papa Clooney. They’re crazy about Dante, although some of the younger ones seemed confused about our household setup. “Are you sure Papa’s your roommate?”

He’s taught the younger ones to tap-dance, the older ones to do what is now called swing. “If I worked out, Ann Miller and I could still knock your socks off,” Dante says. “I’d have to darken my hair, though.” My old pal Merv Griffin has opened a new Coconut Club at his Beverly Hilton Hotel. “It’s all back, exactly what we used to do,” Merv said. “Only we called it jitterbug. Sing with the band—the kids are out there dancing, mixing with the older people—it’s the most wonderful crossover of demographics you’ve ever seen.” As The New York Times confirmed recently: With swing dancers, “there is absolutely no pattern or stereotype of race, age, sex, dress, or affectation.”

Every Sunday, when I’m in town, the Beverly Hills house is the gathering place for my kids, their kids, and assorted friends. The house is too big for me now, takes too much maintenance, and is too filled with memories for me to move. Dante’s T-Bird and my Corvette are still side by side, parked in the garage. The olive tree has a touch of crown rot, but Dante’s determined to keep it alive. The little camellia bush that Dr. Shulman gave me when I was trying so hard to become pregnant now brushes the second-story window. “The August tree” blooms faithfully, on schedule. The Isolette that Joe donated to celebrate Gabri’s life is still in use at St. John’s.

Gavin de Becker tells me that his work with me, as a seventeen-year-old road manager, helped him forge his dynamic career in safety issues and logistics for public figures, heading a 100-person consulting firm that advises the CIA and the United States Supreme Court. The Vine Lodge is still open for business, $128.99 a week. Father O’Reilly is now Monsignor O’Reilly in Oak Park; I often think of what he said about the woman at the well, who was healed—not cured, but healed—and went out to tell the village what she had experienced so that others might be helped, too. I go to Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral when I’m in New York and talk with Cardinal O’Connor. I’m back in the fold to stay—I say the Act of Contrition a lot!

Dante has formed easy relationships with my children, because he knew how to be their friend without trying to replace their father. The kids appreciated that; they always kept in touch with Joe. Rafi was with him on his birthday in 1992, just three weeks before he died.

It was typical of Joe to refuse to let illness keep him from his work. He wouldn’t admit that there was any need to slow down, let alone take time for treatment. He’d been looking forward to appearing in Conversations with My Father with Judd Hirsch on Broadway; he was still rehearsing a week before his death from prostate cancer on January 26, 1992.

The children went to Joe’s funeral in Florida. His wife had told his friends all around the country and the world that the cremation would take place at exactly 5:15 P.M. Eastern standard time, so they could have Joe in their thoughts then and know they were sharing in that central moment. So Rafi knocked on the plain pine casket the way the stage manager knocks on a dressing room door, and gave Joe his call: “Fifteen minutes, Mr. Ferrer.”

I was invited to Joe’s funeral, but I didn’t want to go. Instead, I sat all afternoon in the den in his burgundy leather chair. How do you separate the present from the past? Friends came, unasked, one after the other. Nobody had to say a thing. They understood. They knew. A little place no one can see, a tiny part, deep in my heart, that stays in love with you.
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I’ve come to a point in my life when the awards are piling up. When I learned I was to receive the Smithsonian Medal, I laughed. “You know what this means, don’t you?” I said to a friend. “They think the banshees are wailing.” On “ER,” I played a woman with Alzheimer’s who could only communicate in song. I was nominated for an Emmy in 1995, but I didn’t win. George didn’t win, either.

When I was given the Ella Lifetime Achievement Award by the Society of Singers in 1998, Patti Page came to sing with me; I’m not mad at her anymore. Debby Boone wore the black velvet dress Edith Head made for me nearly forty years ago when I opened at the Copa. “If I looked as good in black velvet as you do,” Liberace said to me that long ago night, “I’d never have to wear spangles.”

I’ve brushed the silver screen again, with songs on two movie soundtracks—“Mambo Italiano” bouncing along under the opening credits of Married to the Mob, “Fools Rush In” for Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil. In July 1998, Life did a layout from the book Shooting Stars: Favorite Photos Taken by Classic Celebrities. The photo Joe took of me in Maidenhead—pregnant with Gabri, eyeing an uninvolved swan—got a full page.

My early work is getting a new hearing: Blue Rose has been reissued, and the Reprise label has brought back Love. Even “Come On-a My House” is still on the air—most recently, in a Target ad for holiday homeware. I never liked to think that lightweight tune was the hallmark of my career. But Nat Cole helped me past that block. At one of the dinner parties Joe and I gave, I’d asked Nat to sing “That’s My Girl,” and he said, “Sure, I’ll do it,” but I noticed he was not too happy 
about it.

“Listen,” I said, “don’t do it if you don’t want to. Don’t you like it?”

He said, “It doesn’t matter whether I like it or not. It’s your memory, and I respect that, and I’ll do it for you as well as I can.” So when I sing “Come On,” it’s no longer a song I like or dislike—it’s somebody’s memory, summer of ’51, on some beach somewhere—it’s a part of their youth that they’re remembering.

A little perspective can work wonders on a piece of music. Sometimes it’s not the material that’s changed, but the context. A young woman came up to me after a recent concert in which I’d sung “Don’t Fence Me In.” Very earnestly, she said, “I didn’t know Cole Porter wrote a feminist song!” I was glad she’d never heard “Without Love.” What is a woman? A zero in a void.

My albums have even started to top the charts again. A White Christmas was number one on the Billboard chart in 1996, Mothers and Daughters in 1997.

My name keeps turning up for a Grammy award in the Traditional Pop category. In 1992, I was nominated for Girl Singer. Tony Bennett won.

In 1993, I was nominated for Do You Miss New York? Tony Bennett won.

In 1996, I was nominated for Dedicated to Nelson. Tony Bennett won.

In 1997, I was nominated for Mothers and Daughters. Tony Bennett won.
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In the summer of 1997, our annual family trip in honor of Betty took us on a cruise of the Greek islands, then to Rome. For the Pope’s weekly outdoor audience, I dressed in what seemed appropriately modest attire: long-sleeved black wool dress, kerchief, black flat-heeled shoes. Dante wore a baggy black suit. Nick said we looked like a couple of fifteenth-century peasants trudging down from the hills.

As we waited in line to meet the Pope, under the merciless midsummer sun, I was wilting in my long-sleeved black wool. I’d been right about the color, though: the woman ahead of me wore black—crisp, cool linen, just to the knee, sleeveless, with a light shawl to throw over her shoulders in the Pope’s presence. She carried an armful of yellow roses to give to him. Just as she moved on, and I stepped up to greet the Pope, he sneezed. Not a small sneeze, but a full-fledged, high-profile ah-CHOO! As someone handed him a handkerchief, I blurted out, without thinking, “God bless you.” The Pope wiped his nose and smiled at me. “No, no,” he said. “I bless you.”

After the trip, we went to Kentucky with Nick and Nina. We visited Blanchie Mae Chambers, still living on a steep little street leading down to the river, still my best friend; she’d become active in All Saints Episcopal Church in Maysville, with a devout, engrossing spiritual life, and she always came to see me when I was singing nearby. When her mother died, Nick gave the eulogy. He talked about the kind and gracious lady Miss Lizzie had been, about the influence she’d had on those who knew her. “She taught us that friendship has no color.”

We shopped at Traxel’s, the jewelry store in Maysville around the corner from Papa Clooney’s old shop, where they’re still using the workbench he’d said he wanted them to have when he was gone. I bought Tessa Rose a pretty birthstone ring, and Dante bought me an emerald ring encircled with diamonds, from the estate collection. I liked thinking someone had once worn it happily.

That night we had dinner at Caproni’s with Nick and Nina and several friends, including Blanchie Mae. “Is that an engagement ring?” someone asked lightly.

I looked at Dante. He looked right back. “Well, is it?” he asked.

There was only one possible answer. This time it was also the right answer.

“Yes,” I said.
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Whoever said Catholicism was all sackcloth and ashes? I flew the pastor of St. Patrick’s Church in Maysville to New York in October 1997. I booked him into a suite at the Surrey, where he heard my confession, then came to my show at Rainbow and Stars.

I married Dante DiPaolo on November 7 at St. Patrick’s in Maysville. “We’re doing it for the grandchildren,” we explained. When people wondered why I hadn’t married in New York or Beverly Hills, I wondered why they would think I’d marry anywhere except my hometown church. As a kid, on the way home from school, I’d sometimes stop in for a while—I found a kind of peace there, without even knowing what I was looking for.

I wore dark green velvet; my attendants were my grandchildren. I may have been the only sixty-nine-year-old bride with an eleven-year-old maid of honor. Our wedding turned into a reunion of family and far-flung friends: all my children; Bob and Dolores Hope; Bismarck Irving from Rainbow and Stars; Michael Feinstein; Jackie Rose with her daughter Kathy, from Vermont; Ann Rutherford, who still lives near me in Beverly Hills. Aunt Jeanne was too sick to come from San Diego, but Uncle Roy came, with my cousin Michael; my cousins Pat and Joe Breslin and Tom Anderson; Uncle William and his wife Phyllis from Florida. Ron and Phyllis Shaw from Connecticut, where Ron is the CEO of Pilot Pens—he sends an annual contribution to the Betty Clooney Center, along with all the pens we can use. He said the Olympia Theater, renamed, was still standing in Miami: NO HELLS OR DAMNS IN YOUR ACT PLEASE. My wedding cake came from Magee’s; along with elaborate dishes at the reception, there was a tableful of White Castle burgers—still called sliders, no longer three for a quarter.

At my Christmas show in Atlantic City that year, I caught up with another old friend, Stan Weiss of Tony Pastor days, and his wife Jeannette. “Remember that show with fifteen acts, mostly monkeys?” Stan groaned. “And, ah, Montreal—oceans of chicks winking at us like they all had dust in their eyes.”

Dean Martin once said to me, “You know, I’m getting to the point where I have more friends on the other side than here.” I thought of that when Stan told me that Sy Berger, whom I’d once loved, had just died.

I thought of it when I sang at Dean’s funeral in 1995. Peter Matz and I got to the little chapel early, to check out the piano; Edie and Lew Wasserman were already there, sitting quietly in the dimness. Shirley MacLaine gave a funny talk: “I was just speaking to Dean . . .” I was very fond of Dean, though I never belonged to the Rat Pack. Sammy Davis was always a little touchy with me, and I never knew why. But Dean was one of the sweetest, funniest men I knew. I felt very close to him without it being for a moment romantic—it was Jerry Lewis, not Dean, who’d chased me around the Paramount lot.

I thought of it when I lost two friends from my Paramount days. Danny Kaye had worked hard for UNICEF for years; I saw him last on “The Merv Griffin Show,” when Danny conducted the audience in “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.” My Red Garters pal Guy Mitchell had stayed a happy singing cowboy; he was living with his wife Betty on a ranch in Nevada when he died in the summer of 1999.

I thought of it when Ira Gershwin died. When I saw the ambulance outside Ira’s house, I called Michael Feinstein, who’d been working with him on his archives. Michael sat in my living room and played “Our Love Is Here to Stay” on the Steinway in the Gershwin spot. He hadn’t been able to release any emotion over Ira’s death, but now, as he played, he cried. I held him tight. “From now on,” I told him, “you’re my sixth child.”

And I thought of it when Dietrich died. She’d always told her daughter, Maria Riva, “I leave you the truth.” So Maria’s book about her mother was straightforward and candid, especially about Dietrich’s bisexual romances. I told Maria I was surprised that, considering the time Dietrich and I had spent alone together, she’d never made a pass at me. Maria said she wasn’t surprised. “My mother was a perfect gentleman.”

My brand-new husband and I spent a marvelous family Christmas at home in Beverly Hills, the tree in the marble entrance hall extending to the ceiling, just as it did when the children were small, lined up on the stairs on Christmas morning. I was happier than I’d been for a long time. I was married to a wonderful man who loved me for myself. I had the faith of my childhood restored. I was enjoying my work as I hadn’t enjoyed it since the very beginning; I was booked at Carnegie Hall on February 11, 1998. The New Year was brimming with promise.
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At first, nobody took it seriously. Just a low-grade fever, some bronchial thing. But to sing poorly at Carnegie was never an option. On February 9, Allen announced a postponement.

Gabri was in New York both for the Carnegie evening and to plan an exhibit of his artwork in the fall. On Friday the 13th, the day he was to fly home, Allen called him. “Your mother’s not feeling well,” he said in deliberately calming understatement. “She’s seeing the doctor this afternoon. Better wait around, see what the doctor says, take a later flight.”

Even when Dante called an ambulance to take me to Lenox Hill Hospital, nobody was greatly worried. I had a temperature of 101, obviously some kind of infection. At the hotel, I’d been shaky and a little incoherent; Dante hadn’t wanted to wait for my doctor’s appointment. But when I was admitted to the hospital, it was into a regular room, not an emergency.

Then, on Saturday, Valentine’s Day, my temperature began creeping up. I’d been breathing on my own, but by midnight my fever had spiked to 107; I was put on a ventilator, placed under an ice blanket, and moved to intensive care. A spinal tap showed viral meningitis that had reached the brain: encephalitis. “This is as serious as it gets,” the doctor told Gabri. “There’s nothing we can give her to fix it. All we can do now is give her body the best chance we can to heal itself. The next forty-eight hours will tell the tale.”

For me, those hours were easy and painless, because I was unconscious. For my family, they were a nightmare. Dante stayed at the hospital until someone forced him to go back to the hotel and get some sleep. Nick and Nina came. Rafi and Heather came at once, along with Gabri and friends Deborah Grace Winer and her sister Jessica; their father had been a cardiologist at Lenox Hill for forty-two years, so they were closely linked to the medical community there. My children in California got phone calls on Sunday at two o’clock in the morning. Monsita was so paralyzed by the news that not only wouldn’t she leave the house all day, she wouldn’t let the children leave the house, or watch TV, or turn on the radio. I was struck by her reaction, so much like my immobilizing fear for Betty when she lay dying. Monsita just kept thinking, Is the phone going to ring? Is the phone going to ring? If the phone rings, it means Mama died.

My nephew George called the hospital to find out how I was. They don’t give out information on a patient’s condition over the phone, but George was persistent. He said to the nurse, “Do you recognize my voice?” Yes, she did. “Ma’am,” he said, “I just need to know what I should do. If I got on a plane tomorrow, would that be too late?”

“I’m not allowed to tell you her condition,” the nurse insisted.

“Okay,” George said. “I’m asking you, if I got on a plane tomorrow, would you think that would be too late?”

And the nurse said, “I would be almost positive that that would be too late.”
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The signature song on my seventieth birthday album is “The Secret of Life.” Never have I found a lyric more meaningful than I do now, with that song. The secret of life is enjoying the passage of time . . . isn’t it a lovely ride? I read someplace that the only thing we can give back to God is gratitude. Not just for major gifts—a life saved—but for small things. Gratitude for an ordinary day. It’s impossible to be grateful and unhappy at the same time.

I was on the brink for about two days and two nights. My family had been allowed into the ICU to see me, wearing masks and gloves, while I lingered on. When I began to awaken, sometime on Monday, I was still on a ventilator, still in some strange mental place—I saw Harry Crosby at the foot of my bed and told him to put out his cigarette. Then, sometime on Tuesday, I came fully awake, looked around me, and asked the classic question: “Where am I?”

Just before I went home two weeks later, my doctor came in and spoke in a low sheepish tone. “We’re not supposed to ask this,” he said, “but—I wonder—did you see a white light? A long tunnel, maybe, and a white light?”

“No, I didn’t,” I said. “But I’ll tell you what I did see. I saw myself standing on a stage, winning the Grammy. And the prize was handed to me by Tony Bennett. And not just one Tony Bennett, but fourteen or fifteen Tony Bennetts, standing in a semicircle.”

I wasn’t making it up. I really did have that Grammy dream, and I told that story to the real Tony Bennett three months later when he came to Rainbow and Stars for my seventieth birthday party. Again, all my children showed up, along with Nick and Nina and some very dear friends, including Carol Burnett and Beverly D’Angelo with Al Pacino. Harry Crosby played the guitar, with his amazing mother beaming at him. Amazing because Kathryn Crosby had just come back from seven months in Siberia, where she played in The Lion in Winter at the Red Torch Theater in Novosibirsk, without knowing the language, having memorized the script phonetically. Dolores Hope sang “It Had to Be You.”

Tony Bennett let loose with “Who’s Got the Last Laugh?” Considering my Lenox Hill adventure, I figured I did.

Then the cake was carried in, blazing with candles. HAPPY BIRTHDAY!

I thought of wishing that everything would be perfect in my life, all conflicts settled, all issues resolved. But that’s not a realistic wish, maybe not even a worthwhile one. Maria says that everything that’s happened in our lives has made her stronger, convinced she can handle absolutely anything that comes along. Maybe that kind of knowing is better than perfect. Maybe the secret of life—of my life, anyway—is learning to live with unresolved issues. Maybe there’s only one way I can do that: not with an armored heart, but with an awakened heart.
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“I am 108 days late,” I told my audience at Carnegie Hall. It was June 1, 1998—Nelson’s birthday—and I was determined to prove whatever might have needed proving.

I carried the lyrics to the songs onstage with me, without being the least bit embarrassed. I sang Nick’s song “It Happened to Happen to Me,” which embarrasses him, but I sing it anyway. I sang with my regular combo, then I did four numbers with the Count Basie Orchestra. It was like old times, those crazy trumpeters with their beat-up mutes, dented from a lifetime of one-nighters. I sang a wonderful song by Dave Frishberg, “I Want to Be a Sideman,” in honor of the big band days. But I closed with a ballad. Always finish with a rousing uptempo number is the rule. But I sang “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning.”

I’d recently seen Tina Sinatra at La Dolce Vita, the Italian restaurant on Little Santa Monica. “He’s fine,” she told me. “As cantankerous as ever.” When I saw him on a PBS rerun in April, I sent him a fax: DAMN, YOU’RE CUTE. When he died in May, it was the first time in my life I’d be singing in a world without Frank Sinatra. I didn’t talk a lot about him onstage; I just said what Woody Herman said when Duke Ellington died. “I really don’t have to believe it if I don’t want to. I just think of him as being somewhere on the road.”
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When Nicky was six, he was in a parade in Ironton, Ohio, an unfamiliar town. Dressed in white pants, red jacket, a tall plumed hat with chinstrap that Grandma had stuffed with tissue paper to keep it from falling down over his eyes, he played the triangle. We cheered him as he passed, without any of us realizing that a parade doesn’t return to its starting point, but disbands at the end of the route. So Nicky found himself alone in a strange place, no idea where he was. But he knew what to do. He walked around until he saw the river. If he had to, he could follow it until it led him home. He was sitting on the bank calmly, skipping stones, when Uncle Chick found him.

I’ve always felt that way about the river as a centering place. Grandma Guilfoyle did, too. She never got the house she longed for, directly on the river, on moving water. So I’d asked Nina to find me such a house in Augusta. My extraordinary sister-in-law can do what can’t be done. An old house right on the river had been vacant for twenty years. People who’d tried to buy it were always told that the owner, who lived in Cincinnati, was angry at the town of Augusta and would never sell. Nina had lunch with the owner, who, at the end of the meal, accepted a check. The full price was just $20,000 because, in the words of the sign the town had hammered to the front door, that now hangs in my front hallway, the house was UNFIT FOR HUMAN HABITATION.

Nina supervised its stripping to bare skeleton, then its yearlong rehabilitation. It’s not a mansion, just a very pleasing house—late-nineteenth-century, pale yellow brick, a fireplace, shutters at the windows.

From the porch, I can smell the river, keen and fresh. I know now that the faraway places the river suggests are not just around the bend, but faraway beyond imagining—knotted places in the mind and heart. But I can always follow the river safely home.
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Presley, Elvis

Preston, Robert

Prizefights

Psychotic breakdown



Quaglieri, Al



Radio career

Radio DJs

Rainbow and Stars club

Raine, Grace

Rapp, Barney

Rascism

Ray, Johnnie

Raye, Martha

Reagan, Ronald and Nancy

Recording career

Blue Rose album

with B. Clooney

“Come On-a My House” record

with Concord Jazz

with M. Dietrich

with D. Ellington

Fancy Meeting You Here album with B. Crosby

with J. Ferrer

film soundtracks

first contract with Columbia

first hits

first record

For the Duration album

with half sister Gail

loss of Columbia contract

Love album with N. Riddle

with M. Miller

Mothers and Daughters album,

pregnancy and

reissued albums

Rosemary Clooney Sings the Lyrics of Ira Gershwin album

with F. Sinatra

Still on the Road album

“Tenderly” with P. Faith

with Tony Pastor Orchestra

tribute albums

White Christmas, A album

Red Channels: The Report of Communist Influence in Radio and Television (book)

Red Garters (film)

Reed, Judge Stanley

Religious life

Reno, Nevada

Retirement

Reviews

Riddle, Chris

Riddle, Nelson

death of

musical arrangements of

romance with

L. Ronstadt’s work with

F. Sinatra and

television show with

Riva, Maria

Robeson, Paul

Rockefeller Center

Rock ’n’ roll music4

Rogers, Ginger4

Rogers, Ken

Romanoff’s

Romantic interests

S. Berger

D. DiPaolo (see DiPaolo, Dante (husband))

J. Ferrer (see Ferrer, José (husband))

D. Garroway

S. Henderson

M. Norman

B. Petering

N. Riddle

Ronstadt, Linda

Rose, Bob

Rosemary Clooney Fan Club

“Rosemary Clooney Show, The”

Rosemary Clooney Sings the Lyrics of Ira Gershwin (album)

Rosemary Clooney Street

Rosie Sings Bing (album)

Rutherford, Ann



Sachs, Manie

Sante Fe, New Mexico

Saroyan, William

Schwartz, Jonathan

Scognamillo, Joey

Scognamillo, Pasquale and Concetta

Scotland

Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (DiPaolo film)

Shaw, Artie

Shaw, Ron

Sherman, Jacqueline

Shore, Dinah

Shribman, Joe

Shribman, Sy

Shulman, Dr.

Simms, Ginny

Sinatra, Frank

career of

B. Clooney and

R. Clooney as fan of

B. Crosby funeral and

death of

M. Dietrich and

Ford television special with

From Here to Eternity film

A. Gardner and

meeting with, about N. Riddle

prizefights and

recording with

relationship with

ridicule of R. Clooney by

Sinatra, Tina

“Singers’ Salutes to the Songwriter”

Sister Margaret and the Saturday Night Ladies (TV movie)

Smith, Stephen

Stafford, Jo

Stage career

big band career (see Big band career with Tony Pastor’s Orchestra)

at Carnegie Hall

charity events

in Copenhagen

with B. Crosby

with D. DiPaolo

first performances

Four Girls Four act

in Glasgow

in Las Vegas

in London

in Miami

in Maysville

in New York City

rebuilding

in Reno

Stanley, Kim

Starr, Kay

Stars Are Singing, The (film)

Steinberg, Herb

Still on the Road (album)6

Storm, Tempest

Stravinski, Igor

Strayhorn, Billy

Sviridoff, Allen

Swanson, Gloria



Television career

T. Bankhead’s “The Big Show” 

“Bell Telephone Hour, The” 

commercials

with B. Crosby

with brother Nick

debut

“ER” show

“Garry Moore Show, The”

M. Griffin’s show

R. Lewis’s variety show

“Lux Show Starring Rosemary Clooney, The”

radio/television simulcast with T. Bennett

“Rosemary Clooney Show, The”

Sister Margaret and the Saturday Night Ladies movie

Thanksgiving Day special

“Tenderly” record

Thompson, Bob

Time magazine cover photo

Tokyo, Japan

Tracy, Spencer

Trask, Clyde

Tribute albums

Trotta, Charlie

Truman, Harry

Turner, Lana



Vaché, Warren

Van Dyke, Dick

Van Heusen, Jimmy

Vera-Ellen

Vine Lodge

Virginia Beach

Vlaminck painting

Vorce, Roger



WCPO television station

Weaver, Leonore

Webman, Hal

Wehringer, Marge

Weight concerns

Weiss, Stan

West, Mae

Westbrook, Lynn

WFTM radio station

White, Jerry

White Christmas (film)

White Christmas, A (album)

Whiting, Margaret

Williams, Joe

With Love (album)

WLAP radio station

WLW radio station

World War II



Zeidler, Norman
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