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FOREWORD

BY BOB MACKIE

IN EARLY 1965, when asked if I would do the costumes for a new musical hour called The King Family Show, I thought to myself that sounds interesting.

The Director would be Marc Breaux and the Choreographer would be Dee Dee Wood and it would be shot at The Palace theatre on Vine Street in the heart of Hollywood.

Mark and Dee Dee were friends of mine from several musical variety shows we had previously worked on together. These two partners were quite famous for choreographing hit films – The Sound of Music, Mary Poppins and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

They explained that The King Family Show would star an entire musical family of 39 members. The main stars would be Yvonne, Alyce, Luise and Marilyn, the brilliant singing “King Sisters,” with the Alvino Rey Orchestra. The cast would include all their families and their related children.

There were little children, teen-age kids and young adults. This big show would be an hour-long on ABC Television every week.

At first, I was sure this would be a huge Pageant of Egos, but the cast, including lovely Tina Cole, the author of this book about her incredible life, was gracious, funny and charming and certainly good-looking!

Heading the family was Tina’s mom, Yvonne King, a bundle of energy with lots of charm and good ideas. I was sure she would be big trouble too, but no, what a surprise, she was the most lovely and appreciative client I ever expected to work with. In fact, the family was very professional and they knew how to work and perform together.

Of all the wonderful performers I have costumed over the years, this group of gorgeous and gifted people holds a special place in my heart. The children have all become middle-aged now and mostly have their own kids and grandchildren as well. Fond memories of lovely people are my favorite things to remember. Congratulations Tina, on the success of your book.

With love and affection,

Bob Mackie


INTRODUCTION

A FAN ONCE SAID TO ME, “So I had my tickets to see your show. With great anticipation I settled in my seat, the house lights went down, there was a hush in the audience, the band began to play, the stage lights went up, the curtains opened and there you were. Beautifully costumed with perfect make up, perfect hair and a radiant smile on your face. We see you on TV and on stage in front of the curtain, but who is the Tina Cole behind the scenes and how did you get there? Please share your story with us.”

At first, I thought why would someone want to read about a person who hasn’t struggled with what I believe are major challenges like addictions, clinical depression or abuse, but those aren’t the only trials we human beings battle which make us strong, so I believe I really do have a story to tell. It made me realize my life has never been ordinary and, in this book, I will share with you my journey from my idyllic childhood and family life, to my breakthrough as an actor on television in Hawaiian eye and My Three Sons, and then performing with The King Family and The Four King Cousins,” the highs and lows of two marriages, and still performing today.

I’ve had spectacular highs mixed with very painful lows. Although I achieved a great deal of professional success, my definition of success was to be the best wife and mother I could be. Consequently, I made some very ignorant and ultimately disastrous business decisions – especially when my marriage ended and I found myself in a small town with no “usable skills” with which to make a living and support my four children. There’s never a checkbox on a job application for being the life of the party or having the ability to make people feel special! Now, decades later, who knew anyone would even remember my name, let alone still want my autograph? Through the help of social media, I have found that people do remember me, have been googling me, want to meet me, want my autograph, want to see me back on the screen and even hire me. Do I thank the MeTV Network for putting My Three Sons back on the air? Thank you, MeTV, it’s me, Tina Cole, “Katie Douglas,” or should it be the other way around? Sometimes I wonder. I’ve been known as Katie Douglas most of my life, which has definitely been a positive thing and actually not too far from the truth.

One of my favorite scenes from the show is when newlywed Katie brings Robbie a bowl of freshly popped popcorn; he takes a handful and bites down on an un-popped kernel.

Robbie: “Oww…you didn’t pop all the kernels.”

Katie: “Well you always miss a few.”

Robbie: “Look at them all down there…millions!”

Katie: “Don’t exaggerate Robbie. There couldn’t be more than twenty in that bowl.”

Robbie: “I told Uncle Charlie I was waiting to see the dentist but I thought it was a joke.”

Katie: “Should we have congress whip you up a purple heart?”

Robbie: “Katie, if you don’t pop all the kernels, you ruin teeth. You should remove the duds

before you kill somebody.”

Katie: “If you pop all the duds then the others start to burn.” “You can’t have your duds and

fluffies too, Robbie Douglas.”

Robbie: “You can’t have your duds and fluffies too, Robbie Douglas?” “What is that, some kind

of profound philosophy or is it something you just dreamed up to get out of the responsibility of

breaking my jaw?”

The scene continues on from there, and now being a “woman of a certain age,” I realize that young Katie’s “profound philosophy” was wrong and as you will read, we all can – no, we all will - have our duds and fluffies too, because, well, isn’t that what life is all about? As you will read, truer words were never spoken.


LIFE 1

CHAPTER 1

THE EARLY YEARS

UNTIL I WAS ALMOST TEN YEARS OLD, my life was all “fluffies”, I didn’t even know what a “dud” was. I am the eldest daughter of Yvonne King and Buddy Cole and the eldest granddaughter of King and Pearl Driggs. I was born, Christina Yvonne Cole, on August 4, 1943, at the Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital in, you guessed it, Hollywood, California. Across the hall from my mother, was Lana Turner giving birth to her daughter, Cheryl Crane. It must have been extremely exciting for the hospital staff to have both of these famous women there at the same time.


[image: images]

Baby Tina at six months old (Most Photos from my personal collection)



My father was the well-known musician, Buddy Cole, and my mother was Yvonne King of the famous singing King Sisters. My dad, born Edwin LeMar Cole in Illinois, was a brilliantly gifted, prominent, pianist/organist/musical director, who is still honored all over the world today. He was the pianist and musical director for people like Bing Crosby, Rosemary Clooney, Phil Harris, Dean Martin, Nat King Cole, Marlene Dietrich, Judy Garland, and Doris Day, to name a few. Among the movies he worked on, he recorded the organ sound tracks (on our home organ) for movies like 20,000 Leagues under the Sea, The Music Man, and The Sound of Music. His organ work on Henry Mancini’s, “Theme from Mr. Lucky” made that record. He was self-taught and didn’t learn to read music until he was in the middle of his career, but he had a very distinctive style of playing. So, when I hear something on the radio or in a movie, even today, I can instantly recognize my dad’s playing.

My Mom, Cornelia “Yvonne” Driggs, was born in Ephraim, Utah, in 1920 and was the sixth child out of two boys and six girls. Her father, my grandfather, William “King” Driggs, gave up a scholarship to the Chicago Conservatory of Music when my grandmother, Pearl, was pregnant with her first child. She wanted to be with her mother in Colorado, so they moved there and he started teaching piano and voice. He was a frustrated performer, so when my mother was four, he bought all the kids’ instruments for Christmas and taught them to play, sing, dance and do recitations. Then he packed up the whole family in his old Dodge Touring car and took The Driggs Family of Entertainers on the road to perform all over the Midwest. The only money they made was from passing the hat at their performances. Whatever town they ended up in when school was about to start, King would rent a house and teach music lessons until the next summer when they’d hit the road again.
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Driggs Family of Entertainers



When my mother, known as “Vonnie,” was fourteen, she joined three of her sisters and formed the Four King Sisters (taking their father’s name of “King” because “Driggs” did not role trippingly off the tongue!). They were the first female vocal group to sing in four-part harmony. They were very popular in the 1930s - 1940s, singing with the Horace Heidt Orchestra and later forming their own band with guitarist, Alvino Rey who was married to my Aunt Luise, one of the King Sisters. My dad was the pianist in the band and that’s how my parents met. They toured all over the country, had many hit records on the Blue Bird and Decca labels, and made several movies and “Soundies”.
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King Sisters and the Alvino Rey Orchestra



When I was born, we lived on a small farm with my grandparents in Van Nuys, California. There was a detached row of bunkhouses and The King Sisters and their husbands each occupied a bunkhouse. We had chickens, and wonderful vegetable and flower gardens - our own little family compound. About a year later, Mom, Dad and I moved to our own home in North Hollywood.

However, I remember very little about my parents until I was about four years old. They were on the road performing all over the country so I would stay with my dad’s sister, my favorite aunt, Aunt Marion and my Uncle Jim. Their own son and daughter were grown and had moved out so I was a real blessing in their lives. I was so adored, loved and spoiled, I don’t even remember missing my parents.

I had a giant toy box, taller than I was, filled with every kind of toy imaginable. The first thing I would do when arriving at their house was to dump the box over and let the toys just spill out! I had another huge box of bath toys and since I insisted on having every toy in the tub, my Aunt Marion could hardly find me in the bathwater.

They had a vegetable garden and all of my meals were home grown and homemade, even steak was scraped into tiny morsels so I never ate processed baby food from a jar. My Aunt Marion made delicious homemade custard pies. She loved to tell the story about of taking a hot pie from the oven and placing it on the counter to cool. When she came back to check on it, she noticed large gouge marks around the top edge of the pie. Tina!!! Did you burn your fingers? I replied with tears in my eyes and said, “Nope, just my mouf!!”

Uncle Jim’s hobby became making toys for me in his spare time after work - my first pair of roller skates he made out of wood, a bright red metal fire engine with pedals, dolls that were taller than I with elastic straps on their feet, so I’d have a “dancing partner” and my most cherished was a bright, shiny silver tricycle with an adjustable seat and wheels that could be converted into a bicycle.

Sadly, my Uncle Jim passed away when I was quite young but I remained close to my Aunt Marion and ultimately her second husband Mike for the rest of their lives.
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Aunt Marion with Tina and Cathy




CHAPTER 2

A STORYBOOK LIFE

WHEN MY SISTER, CATHLEEN “Cathy” Le Mar Cole (after our dad) was born, in 1947, I was almost four years old. My parents cut back on their touring, so Mom stayed home. I thought my little sister was the most beautiful baby I had ever seen. She seemed so easy and perfect to me and I was, well, not so easy and perfect. Cathy went right to sleep and loved to eat - I hated to go to sleep and was a very picky eater. The latter could have been because I was born with a perforated membrane across my esophagus, so if I ate or drank more than a spoonful at a time, I would projectile vomit everywhere. It eventually dissolved on its own and I was fine, but eating was always a struggle. I wish I had that problem now!

The next six years were magical for us. Our home was in the middle of a dead-end street, as they were called in those days, and the neighborhood was filled with children and never a locked door. We’d play baseball in the street, climb trees, make up plays to perform for our parents, and ride our bikes all over town without ever checking in. We’d just show up when our parents would yell that it was mealtime.
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Tina and Cathy in the bed with Mom’s hand painted headboard-1947



Mother was quite an accomplished artist and hand painted fluffy white clouds on the blue ceiling of the room I shared with Cathy. Our furniture was pink and she hand painted my headboard with a musical staff made out of green vines with Fairies for the notes of Brahms Lullaby and the lyrics underneath in the blue of the ceiling. Our dressers were painted with the same vines and birds and butterflies.

At night, if our dad were playing for a radio show like Fibber McGee and Molly, we’d dress in our nighties and curl up with mom in front of the big console radio and listen to the show on the radio. If Dad was home, he would come in to our room to kiss us goodnight and after our prayers, mom would sing lullabies to us until we fell asleep.
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Cathy and me dancing for hours!



Our house was filled with music all the time and from the moment Cathy and I got up until we went out to play, we sang and danced. My favorite dance was a ballet I choreographed myself to a Viennese song called, “Liebesfreud,” which I was told translates to “Dragonfly.” I would dance all around my living room pretending I was a prima ballerina. Maybe this explains my affinity for Dragonflies to this day, although in writing this book I learned Liebesfreud really means “Loves Joy.” I was a little disappointed, but it brought me such joy, that I guess that fits, too! Many times, Mom and Dad would join us and we would all dance around the house together.

I loved dancing so much; I was put in a ballet class at four years old and excelled at it. I wanted to be a ballerina. When I was five, I was put on toe. I remember my two best friends; Kristen Harmon (Ricky Nelson’s wife) and Linda Henning (Petticoat Junction), were in ballet class with me. We were the three musketeers and had such a fun time. I won the “fouetté” contest out of the whole school by doing the most fouettés without stopping. But alas, my dreams of becoming a Prima Ballerina were dashed because of foreshortened tendons in my upper legs, which caused me to never be able to do the splits or any of the “extended” leg movements, but at least I could always dance for the love of it!

When I was about six years old, Cathy and I were taken to a prestigious swim school run by a very large, very stern Scandinavian woman with a heavy accent named Elsa. Elsa scared me to death. At 7:30 in the morning, we had to do calisthenics, then move to a pool that had troughs built all around the edge of the pool like a drain. Kids were so afraid of Elsa that they would vomit in the troughs, which I found out was why they were there. So, in freezing cold water, she would take us one at a time off the wall, hold our heads under water and take us across the pool. One time I saw Elsa coming for me, I got so scared, I jumped up and ran to the dressing rooms but she ran after me and grabbed me and threw me into the deep end. I learned very quickly how to swim from that, but to this day, when I feel frightened, intimidated or nervous, that old feeling of fear looms up in the pit of my stomach. It’s probably what we know as “butterflies,” but I’ve always called it “pee-pee tickles.” It’s a very distinctive fear that settles in my lower belly. I can even smell the chlorine when I get frightened. But boy, did I become a good swimmer!

That year, Dad had a huge pool put in and built a high dive platform in the corner of the deep end. There was one major unbroken rule – if you climbed up to the top of the platform, you couldn’t back down – you had to jump or dive off. That caused even some grown people to cry at times! Another of my favorite childhood memories is when Dad would finish work, come out to the pool in his trunks, take a sip of his ice cold “Old Fashioned,” climb up to the platform, fall like a felled tree into the pool, swim underwater to Cathy and me in the shallow end, grab us, hug us and play with us until we were finished swimming for the day. It’s funny, but even now, the smell of good, clean sweat mixed with cologne, bourbon and chlorine makes me weep. If we swam until dark, Mom would wrap us up in big fluffy towels and let us warm ourselves by a fire Dad would have started in the fireplace on the pool deck.
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Christmas 1947
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My dad Buddy with his piano and organ



Our parents hired a very handsome Olympic Swimmer to continue our swimming lessons and Cathy was swimming like a fish at 2 years old. He worked with me on my diving and felt I had real potential to become an Olympic diver someday, but by the third grade, I had lost forty percent of my hearing due to terrible ear-aches, so I was taken to the children’s hospital for a series of X-ray treatments to remove the scar tissue that had built up and had to quit diving. Fortunately, I regained all of my hearing.
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Mom and Dad recording in our music room. Circa 1950



Both Mom and Dad loved the holidays. Mom was a fabulous cook and a talented clothes designer and seamstress and always made the most unique matching outfits for Cathy and me. Dad was a kid in an adult’s body, so our holidays were always fun with them – scrumptious food, lots of decorations, surprises, handmade gifts, the latest toys and electronics, and always a gazillion pictures taken.

Between my mom’s great cooking and my dad’s magnetic sense of humor, our home was party central. My father had built a “music room” in the back of our property. It housed a full bar, similar to those found in cocktail lounges, a recording studio, a baby grand piano, a three-tiered pipe organ console and sofas that wrapped around the listening area. What had been the garage housed twelve hundred or so “pipes” ranging in size from six inches to over ten feet tall, and a separate room for this huge leather bellow that pumped the air into the organ chamber.

When Dad wasn’t on record dates or doing movies, radio or television shows, he was working in the music room, recording or tuning the organ, which I helped with whenever he needed me. I would hold down an organ key while he tapped on each pipe until it was pitch perfect, then we’d move to the next key. I had another job that I really liked; that was to collect all the “steel-wool-ish fuzz” that came out of the grooves of the record disc as it was being recorded. That was fun for a little kid!

After hours, our music room became the place a lot of entertainers and musicians would come to unwind – a few I can think of are Mel Torme, Margaret Whiting, Jo Stafford, Phil Harris, Stan Freiberg, Hoagy Carmichael, Doris Day, Rosemary Clooney, James Mason, Bing Crosby, Tex Ritter and Gene Autry, George Goble, Ralph Edwards - the list goes on and on. My sister and I could only hear the music and laughter from our room as we were falling asleep, except when Hoagy would sneak into our room drunk as a skunk, wrap me up in a blanket and carry me out to the music room, sit me on the piano bench and say, “Now Tina, I’ve just written a new song, and I won’t publish it until you tell me if you like it,” and then he’d play something like, “Ole Buttermilk Sky”! One time Hoagy got so drunk, he wouldn’t get off the piano, so my dad, who was also three sheets to the wind, unzipped his fly, opened up Hoagy’s jacket pocket and peed in it! Another night, about three o’clock in the morning, my parents were asleep and the phone rang and rang. My dad finally got up to answer it and it was Clara Bow’s agent. He said Clara really wanted to swim and asked if she could come over and use our pool. The next morning, my mom went out to clean the pool and found Clara’s “falsies” floating in the deep-end.

My dad was the most fun man I ever knew – truly a wild and crazy guy! He was the life of the party, he loved jokes and he loved speed. When I was barely walking, he bolted a wooden apple crate to the back of his big black “Indian” motorcycle for me to sit in and we’d ride all over town – no helmets or seat belts - I just learned how to hold on tight. He built a ladder up to our roof so when he heard sirens from fire engines, he would climb up on the roof to see where the vehicles were and we’d jump in the car to chase them to watch the fire. We would play and wrestle and he would flip us in the air. I took my first roller coaster ride at the Long Beach Pike with him when I was three. He loved us to death but he had a very short fuse.

Sometimes, if we were at the dinner table and Cathy and I were arguing, he would stand up and smack us right across our faces to stop us, and if we started to whimper, he would hit us again until we stopped. If he heard us arguing in our room, he would come in and swat us. Whatever he had in his hand he would use. Once it was a yardstick, and once he just happened to have a big serrated bread knife in his hand, but at least he used the flat side across our backs. This didn’t happen often, but we learned, you didn’t cross Dad. Looking back, it was the times of “spare the rod, spoil the child” – every kid got spanked! I still believe it was just discipline, not child abuse, but we knew we were the loves of his life and we adored our dad!

One summer when I was around eight years old, we were swimming and a neighborhood friend ran into our yard screaming, “Quick, come and see the blood in the driveway in front of Eric’s house! His brother is trying to kill him!” Of course, being kids, we all ran to see the blood. From Eric’s house, the street sloped down seven more houses to the dead end. While the other kids were cautiously approaching the house, I fearlessly, ran past the house and positioned myself on the downhill side of the driveway to get a better look, when all of a sudden, Eric’s older brother, with a sword in his hand, came leaping over the wall of the house and ran down the ivy bank. He started chasing all the kids back up the street, but I was behind him and didn’t know what to do. I realized I was going to have to go past him to get away from him. I ran across the street to producer, Ben Brady’s house to run through his backyard, where I could hop some fences to get home, only to find his gate locked. Suddenly I found myself stuck and ran back only to be trapped by the crazy man with the sword. He backed me up against a brick tree well and put the sword at my throat. His eyes were bulging and filled with rage. I was so paralyzed with fear I wet my pants. He was shouting gibberish at me and then I heard yelling and screaming and I looked up and saw my six-foot father marching down the street surrounded by all the little kids. He made me promise never to utter a word to anyone about this and threw me at my father. I didn’t stick around to find out what happened. I just ran to my dad, hugged him, and ran all the way home. It turned out that Eric’s brother had just come back from the Korean War and was suffering from “shell shock,” known today as PTSD. He was home for the weekend from a mental hospital. About a month later, my parents read an article in the newspaper that he had escaped from the mental hospital, burned down an apartment building and killed two women. But my dad saved me – he was my hero!

Mom was a different kind of hero to me. She was very soft. She was sunshine – always singing – always positive. She was the prettiest mother in my school and the most talented woman I have ever known. One time she was called into my school and the teacher said,” I don’t know who is luckier - Tina to have you or you to have Tina.” I got all “outstandings” in citizenship and A’s in every subject except handwriting (I wrote like a doctor and still do). But another time, she was called in by a different teacher and asked if I was beaten at home. My mom was very taken aback and asked why she would ask such a thing. My teacher told her that if she had to discipline another child, she would notice me turning inward and cowering in the corner in fear. I think I was just so sensitive that I couldn’t handle someone being yelled at. I’m still that way today. Maybe that was why I was always the teacher’s pet! I always wanted – needed - to be liked.

Yet, I had so much confidence as a kid. I had no fear of anything because I felt so secure in the love of my parents, my extended family and our church. Failure was just not in my vocabulary. I was naturally competitive – a real tomboy, even if I was the smallest kid in my class. I climbed trees, was the fastest runner, the best at “double Dutch” and roller skating and diving, loved baseball and was a great batter, and I could do the pogo stick ‘til the cows came home! It never dawned on me that there was anything I couldn’t do and do it well.

When I was in the third grade, auditions were going to be held for the Narrator role in the school Chorus’s Christmas show that all the parents would attend. It was the entire Christmas story from Luke from the King James Bible. Everyone from first to sixth grade was eligible to audition. I brought the script home the day before the auditions and Mom helped me with it. That night I memorized the entire script, and I got the part. Again, it didn’t dawn on me that I was too young and wouldn’t be chosen. I was so excited! I brought the script home and Mom worked with me on it for over two weeks. I’m not sure what I did, but one night I made Mom very angry. She was so mad she ripped up my script. I cried myself to sleep that night. The next day, I found it taped on red construction paper where she had pieced it all together like a puzzle. Although we were never aware of any marital problems, looking back, I think Mom was dealing with knowing about my dad’s affairs, and she sometimes took her frustration out on Cathy and me.


CHAPTER 3

BLISSFUL CHILDHOOD UNTIL IT WASN’T

MY MOM WAS TWENTY-ONE YEARS old when she and my dad got married. My dad was very charming and had a wonderful personality and everyone adored him, especially women. Even though he loved my mother, if another woman wanted him, he had to have her. I don’t know how she put up with his philandering, but I guess she had a family to protect.

When I was three years old and my mom was pregnant with Cathy, Mom and Dad went on a picnic with all their best friends. After dinner, everyone decided to go on a hike. Mom was too pregnant to go, but told my dad to go ahead. When they came back, mom noticed that my father was walking with one of her best friends, whose husband was walking with a larger group. As the evening waned, Mom watched her friend rubbing my dad’s back. She thought it was a little odd, but she was used to my dad’s flirtatious ways and after all they were close friends. Years later she understood she had been in denial of what became a six-year affair and ultimately ended in marriage.

When I was nine, three of the King Sisters were hired by Bill Burch, the producer of Gene Autry’s radio show out of New York, to be Gene’s backup singers called the “Blue Jeans”. Bill was the writer and director of all of Ralph Edward’s game shows like, Truth or Consequences, This Is Your Life, Queen for a Day, etc. My dad played the piano, live, on all of those shows. Bill and his wife were in the same social circle as my parents, but at this time they were separated.

I was so thrilled that Mom invited me to go to New York with her and my Aunt Marilyn. We took the brand new, Super Chief Dome Liner from Los Angeles to Chicago. I will never forget the smell of the train, the porters in their white starched coats, the luxury of the leather banquets in the club car, sitting up in the top level of the train surrounded by the big glass dome, watching the world whizz by.

When we stopped in Albuquerque, this handsome, larger than life, man boarded the train. It was Bill Burch. He was dressed in a tweed jacket and smelled of “Royal Briar” cologne and had this smooth velvety voice. He wined and dined us. He gave me a book called “Charlotte’s Web” which had just come out. When we got to Chicago, we all stayed at the Drake Hotel for a couple of days before we headed on to New York. I remember us going to Bill’s suite before dinner one night and dancing for him. He took me to The Marshal Fields Department Store and bought me my first grey flannel suit. I fell madly in like with him. I didn’t see him much after we got to New York. My mom and I were staying with my Aunt Donna and Uncle Jim Conkling and my cousins in Bronxville. She and my aunts would go into Manhattan to work every day on the radio show.

What I didn’t know until I was an adult, was that my mom and Bill had gotten very close in New York – so close, that Bill was spending all his free time with my mom and her sisters instead of buddying around with Gene. Gene got so jealous that he asked Bill to fire them by making up a lame excuse that they were stealing his arrangements. Bill said, “Are you kidding me? The King Sisters would never steal your arrangements they’re too corny. And if you’re firing them, then I quit”! And he did. After only three weeks we all flew home and were met at the airport by my dad and Bill’s wife, Becky.

What I also didn’t know until I was an adult, was that my mom had lived for thirteen years with my father’s infidelities and even though she wouldn’t show it to her daughters, she was miserable! Bill had been begging her to leave my dad ever since we returned from New York and she finally agreed to tell my dad it was over.

At this time, huge, very creative, theme parties were all the rage with my parent’s crowd, especially costume parties, and my dad loved to go as a bum or dressed in drag. This particular night they went to a twenties party and he went as a flapper. He wore false eyelashes and this dark red indelible lipstick that wouldn’t come off for 24 hours. I had crawled into their bed waiting for them to come home to surprise them. But only my dad came in and when he turned on the light, I just stared with my mouth open. He was crying and mascara was running down his cheeks. He looked like something out of a Federico Fellini movie as he removed his wig and knelt down by the bed and said, “Your mother is taking you away from me.” We both began sobbing. My whole world had just been shattered!
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Christmas, 1954 in the bed made by “Doc”




CHAPTER 4

A HOUSE DIVIDED

FINDING OUT ABOUT my parents’s divorce was very traumatic. I was nine and a half years old and a few weeks before I found out, my friends were talking about a word I had never heard before – divorce. I remember telling my friends how happy my parents were and that would never happen in my family.

What I didn’t know until I was much older is that after thirteen years of my father’s infidelities, Bill Burch and my mom had fallen in love and Bill begged her to leave my dad, so they could marry. He promised her he would take care of us and, she wouldn’t need to ask for alimony. He made a down payment on a little house only a few miles from where we lived with our dad and bought her a new car. She was very happy, but Cathy and I were so frightened – our security, trust and confidence were destroyed that summer. We moved right before my tenth birthday.

Dad married right away and suddenly we had two stepbrothers who had been our good friends for most of our lives. The only good thing about the divorce laws in California at the time were that we were able to see our dad anytime we wanted, not just specific designated days, and we saw him a lot.

Our new house was a cute little two-bedroom cottage, but on the corner of a very busy street so there were no kids to play with and barely a backyard to run around in. We also had to change schools and I was so miserable that after one semester, mom let me go back to my old school, which helped immensely.

Cathy, at six, had to share a room with Mom, while I got my own room, complete with a beautiful handmade cherry wood four-poster canopy bed. A dear friend of Bill’s and Godfather to his three children, worked as a furniture carpenter when he couldn’t get an acting job, so Bill bought the bed for me to help him out. Soon after that, he got the part that made him a household word – Milburn Stone – “Doc,” in the iconic long-running television show, Gunsmoke. I wish I had that bed today! I also wish I had been more in-tune to what would have to have been the beginning of my sister feeling that our mom liked me best.

Because Cathy was only six, she was more restricted than I, and most afternoons were now spent sitting, glued to the television, instead of playing outdoors with friends. Mom had a lovely carved wooden coffee table with a green leather insert – which was great for sliding on while watching the television, which Cathy did regularly. One day, she must have had a belt with a metal buckle on it, because when mom came home, she noticed a rip in the leather insert. She exploded! She didn’t ask what happened, she went into my room and took my prized Japanese porcelain doll that my third-grade boyfriend’s airline-pilot father brought home for me from one of his trips, grabbed a paring knife from the kitchen and started gouging my dolls face saying, “How do you like it when something you treasure is destroyed?” Each word was punctuated with a stroke of the knife and a louder sob from me!

Incidents like that rarely happened, and I don’t want to make my mother out to be a “Mommy Dearest,” which she definitely was not, but sometimes when we did something wrong, she would lose her temper and slap us in the face. Again, what she hid from us was that Bill told her he had to go back to his wife because he was afraid for the safety of his three children and cut off all contact with our mother. So, as an adult looking back, even though she hid her sadness well, I can understand what caused our mother to take out her fear, loneliness and frustration on Cathy and me. The last time she lost her temper and went to slap me I blocked her slap with my hands, which almost caused her to break her own hand. She never slapped either of us again. Still, for the most part, I remember our house was always filled with fresh flowers and music and our extended family and friends.

I always had boyfriends – even when I was young. When I was in the fifth grade, a very cute and popular, Leon Ames Jr., the actor’s son, was in the sixth grade and asked me out to a party. We danced and then played “spin the bottle.” Being the youngest one there, I was very nervous. I had never kissed a boy that I liked, let alone someone I didn’t even know! I prayed the bottle would only point to him! Then we played, “Seven Minutes in Heaven,” where we’d go into a closet to be alone. It was there that I had my first real kiss. It was another very embarrassing moment. He put his arms around me and started to kiss me. I didn’t know what to do, so I stood there, stiff as a board with my eyes wide open. He pulled away and said, “No, no, no, you don’t do it like that! You put your arms around me like this, and close your eyes.” That did feel much better. I guess you could say he was my first boyfriend. After school we’d hang out at my house or his house and went to a party almost every Friday night until I went back to my old school. I adored his parents. Who knew that years later, his father, the wonderful actor, Leon Ames, would play the part of my doctor who delivered my triplets on My Three Sons. What a small world!

Junior High was an adjustment, as it is for most kids. There was more ethnic diversity; very few blacks, but a large Hispanic population, which had a “sub-culture” we called “Chicanos.” They were the “tough” kids of the school – the girls especially! They wore long pencil-thin skirts and the huge bee-hive hair-dos, and yes, some did keep razor blades and “shivs” hidden in their hair, which they always threatened to use, so the kids I hung out with always steered clear of them!

For me, where I had been embarrassed about my “blooming body” in the sixth grade and tried to hide it, I was proud that in the seventh grade I needed to wear a bra and my, how my posture definitely improved. I loved learning how to make white sauce in my home economics class and learning how to sing harmony in choir. One of the biggest thrills of my life was singing “All Creatures of our God and King” at the Shrine Auditorium with choirs from dozens of schools in the Los Angeles area. My mom wanted me to know she was there. She walked up and down the aisles so I would see her before the performance started. Notice that I hardly remember any of my academic classes?

At the beginning of the second semester, a very tall, handsome, eighth grade boy, who looked like Elvis, white tee shirt and black leather jacket to boot, started paying attention to me.

We looked like Danny and Sandy from “Grease.” He was very sweet, but I learned he had a “rep” for being one of the “bad boys” because he smoked (which I got him to stop doing – at least around me). Apparently, he was a favorite of the Chicano girls, and they started harassing me. They would kick me when I had to pass by them and threatened to beat me up after school. I was very frightened, so he started walking me home every day. Summer vacation came as a real blessing that year.

Most of my friends also attended “Cotillion” once a week to be educated in manners, social skills and ballroom dancing. The boys wore suits and ties, and the girls wore fancy dresses and little white gloves. One of the most exciting times of my youth was when my cousin, Lex deAzevedo and I won the waltz contest and were entered into a competition with cotillions from all over the Los Angeles area. Out of the two thousand kids entered, we won the big trophy! Ballroom dancing is still one of my favorite past times.

I spent most Sundays, weekends, every holiday, and almost all summers with my cousins; swimming, playing games, putting on plays, while the King Sisters rehearsed around the piano a few steps away. I was also very involved with my church’s youth organization called the Mutual Improvement Association or “MIA,” for co-eds twelve to eighteen. Once a week, we had spiritual and social instruction, dances, roadshow competitions and dance festivals with stakes throughout the Los Angeles area. We had so much good, wholesome fun - life was good.

Then mom met San Francisco bandleader, disk jockey and TV personality, Del Courtney. He was smitten with her and even though he knew mom was still very much in love with Bill, he said he didn’t care and begged her to marry him anyway. The love of her life had just left her. She was alone with two little girls to support, so she said yes. Even though he really had no place in his life for children, he promised all of us the moon.

This started with giving mom carte blanche to design the house of her dreams on his twenty-two acres of rolling hills studded with two-hundred-year-old oak trees in the very small, rural and wealthy Northern California town of Orinda, California, which was a forty-five-minute drive over the Bay Bridge to San Francisco.

They were married, and in the middle of my eighth grade we moved to Berkley, California - taking us four hundred miles away from everything we’d ever known. The one thing that made it bearable was that my sister and I were able to spend a good portion of our holidays and vacations with our dad at his home in the San Fernando Valley, where we could also be with our family and friends.
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Photo shoot for a book and record proposal mom wrote titled ‘Tina the Ballerina”. I was 8 years old
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Singing at a family party and joining The King Sisters on stage at Harrah’s Club, Lake Tahoe. 1950s
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At the pool in Las Vegas with Doris Day. 1954
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With Rosemary Clooney and “my” lion, Samson, at The Christmas Tree Restaurant, Reno




CHAPTER 5

HIGH SCHOOL AND YOUNG LOVE

JUST BEFORE MY FRESHMAN YEAR of high school, we moved into a dreary rental home in Orinda next door to where our new home was being finished. Miramonte High School had been started two years before, with one freshman class and added another class each year to become a four-year college prep high school, with my class being the third. Still, there were only about three hundred kids in the whole school. The town was so small that most of the students in the school had been together since grammar school, so they ran in very tight cliques. Enter a bouncy, curvy, blonde, green-eyed, Tina Cole – a girl from, “Eek! – Hollywood!”- with famous parents – who dressed weird, in angora sweaters tucked into belted matching straight skirts and wore - “gasp! – boots!” instead of white “bucks!” – Driven to school by her famous stepfather in his baby blue Cadillac convertible! Horrors!!

I was very shy and extremely nervous – “what if no one liked me”? Except for two very kind girls, Janice Fowler and Heather Thurston, the rest were incredibly snobbish and downright mean. A week into the school year, five girls marched up to me while I was waiting in front of the school for my bus home and blatantly said, “We don’t like you. Go back to where you came from bitch because we don’t want you here!” I was devastated!

I spent that first month very lonely, hiking in the hills behind our home every day after school shedding copious tears. Desperate for friends, I started hanging out with an older group of kids for a few weeks. I didn’t know they were a bad element until one of the girls asked me to cover for her for something, which meant I had to lie to my mother. In the middle of the lie, I broke down in tears and told my mother I was lying, and she said, “I know you are.” I was trying to figure out how to extricate myself from this group, when the next day we were all hanging out at someone’s home after school and the boy I was dating didn’t like something I said, and slapped me hard across my face. In shock, I asked one of the others to take me home immediately. I cut off the head, heck – the whole body - of that snake without ever looking back!

The very next week I met a boy who changed my life! A lot of the older guys took slam-dunk elective classes, like art and auto shop, so there were several juniors in my chorus class. One morning, I was having to ease my way through the middle of the third row of the tenor section to get into the soprano section and I was grabbed down on the lap of a very handsome junior. The whole class roared and I was terribly embarrassed. After class, I found out his name was Bill. He was Mr. Cool! He had black hair, green eyes, was the star basketball player, a great golfer, dressed in Alpaca sweaters and drove a gold Impala convertible, which I found out when he pulled up to where I was waiting for my bus and offered me a ride home. When we got to my house, he opened my car door for me and walked me to my front door where we were met by my mother, who promptly invited him to stay for dinner. He was not awkward at all. He was so confident; so well mannered, so smooth, obviously very comfortable around adults, and when he offered to toss the salad, that was all she wrote! I thought my mom, and my sister, had died and gone to heaven. My whole world changed – a new beau and soon a new home!

A few weeks later we moved into our incredible, five-level home nestled into the top knoll on the property. We were completely secluded and overlooked a beautiful valley and rolling hills. As my mother refused to cut down any of the trees, she designed the house around them. A dangerously narrow, steep, curvy, two-block long driveway led to a large parking area and garage on the lower level. There were steps leading up a hill to the entry to the main level with a large limb from one of the trees seeming to come right into the entry through a large plate glass front window, which shed light on a rock wall and waterfall on the entry’s opposite wall. Inside the garage was a door that led to the backyard pool area, a dumb-waiter to haul groceries and packages up to the main level, and a galvanized-metal door that led into the house to the guest bedroom and bath. One level up was a rumpus room which looked down on the pool, and then up another flight of stairs to the main level. Cathy and I had a “Jack and Jill” set up on the fifth level; sharing a bathroom between our two rooms, with mine over-looking the pool, a Japanese bridge and another huge Oak tree.

It was all pretty wonderful, although Del, never having had children of his own, was very difficult to live with. Cathy and I weren’t allowed to turn on the heat or take a bath in the mornings before school because the sound from the pipes would wake him up – little things like that. Mom would just hug us and tell us not to pay any mind – that we were smarter than he and if we stuck together, we’d be fine; besides, I now had Bill in my life.

Bill was my first real love and we dated for two years until he graduated. We were madly in love. Even our parents became good friends. After a date, if my parents were still awake in bed watching television, we’d go into their room to say goodnight. I know this is going to sound crazy, but sometimes, if it were a particularly good show, we’d climb in the bed with them to finish it.

One good piece of advice my mother gave me was, if we were going to “park” – do it in the safety of our parking area, so we did. We really steamed up those car windows! As wild as I was about him, I never wavered on my decision to be a virgin when I married and that included getting to “third base”. It didn’t stop him from trying. I told him I wasn’t trying to be a tease, but boy, did I love to neck! I didn’t have a clue how hard that was for boys.

One night, after a pretty heavy make-out session, we got out of the car and kept kissing as we went through the garage to the door that led to the lower level of the house. We didn’t bother to turn on any lights, so it was pitch black. While we were kissing goodnight, I heard the sound of a zipper being unzipped, and then what sounded like a squirt gun shooting water on the galvanized door and then the zipper closing. When we finished kissing, we opened the door, turned on the hall light and, very casually, Bill said, “I’m going to need you to help me clean this up.” The poor guy couldn’t stand it anymore and actually ejaculated on the door. I had never seen semen before and I don’t know what possessed me, but I was so fascinated by it, as we were cleaning it up, I scraped some off and put it into a tiny, empty, decorative perfume bottle that I kept in a glass case on my bedroom dresser. I don’t think I thought about it again until years later when I was moving into my own place and found this tiny, decorative perfume bottle in the back of my glass case that had some little dried-up kernels from my first love inside.

As with most first loves, I thought Bill and I were going to be together forever. We had a wonderful year and a half together until the end of his senior year when only seniors and juniors were allowed to go to his graduating class’s Senior All-Night, and I found out he cheated on me with a real “easy” junior girl. I thought my heart would break! In two weeks, I lost ten pounds because I couldn’t eat. I was invited to a party and didn’t want to go if he was going to be there, but my mom bought me a great new outfit, put platinum streaks in my hair around my hairline for the first time, and told me to go to that party and let him eat his heart out! I did and it worked! We dated until he left for UCLA and then on and off throughout the next couple of years. I adored him and still do to this day.

After the terrible beginning, life changed a lot for me living in that small town. On one side of the highway was the Orinda Crossroads – literally two blocks square, with two markets, two gas stations, one theater, one pharmacy/gift store, an ice cream store, two restaurants - the “Casa Orinda,” built in 1932 and “The Willows” which featured five-course meals and dancing, a couple of banks and other businesses and one hamburger stand called T-Bones. The main drag circled around a fountain at the far end of the town which was fenced off from the highway near the theater. Every Friday and Saturday night the kids would “cruise the Crossroads” by circling around the fountain looking for the current party. On the other side of the highway, was a six-block by three-block area called the Orinda Village, centered between the hills where most of the wealthy homes were built. The village boasted a clothing store, a shoe store, another gas station, a gourmet market and very fancy pharmacy/gift shop, a malt shop called The Polka Dot and the very posh, Orinda Golf and Country Club. Aside from a few smaller business, medical offices, and some swim clubs - that was about it for the whole community.

It took a while, but I was no longer hated. I was one of “them” – I belonged! Everyone knew everyone. We had social
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