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Introduction

Nothing bad was ever supposed to happen to Annette Funicello. She led a charmed life. She was kind, unpretentious and pretty, and lacked ego in a profession that practically demands it. She was our sweet, shy Mouseketeer and our young, beautiful beach girl. So when Annette announced to the world in 1992 that she had Multiple Sclerosis, we lost a big chunk of our innocence. How could Annette be sick? We were devastated by the unfairness of her diagnosis.

I’ll never forget the afternoon that I got a phone call from Annette, just a couple of days before the initial announcement of her MS that first appeared in USA Today. She started out with the usual chit-chat, then she said, “I have something to tell you, and I want you to hear it from me before it appears in the newspaper.” I didn’t know anything about MS, and she explained it was a disease of the central nervous system, and hers was progressive. I don’t remember my response, I was so stunned. She was five years into her diagnosis before revealing it to the public: Only her second husband, Glen Holt, her mother and three kids knew. Later, she said she was afraid of hurting her fans, or that people wouldn’t love her anymore if she revealed her disease.

“I didn’t go public for a long time because I believed people wanted to think that nothing bad ever happens to Annette,” she said.

She couldn’t have been more wrong about her fans, or anyone else in her life. Everyone rallied around and supported her.>

I was in high school when I started my Annette Funicello National Fan Club. There were several other clubs for her in the 1960s, and we presidents got to know each other and enjoyed sharing photos and information on our favorite star. Many of us are still friends today, and we’re in our 70s! My club continued for nearly three decades, during which time I was immersed in the fandom that surrounded Annette. Her participation was more than I ever expected—she always gave 100 percent to everything she did. She provided autographed pictures, wrote letters, answered questions from fans and kept me up-to-date on the latest news. She sent wonderful gifts and beautiful handwritten letters.

I started out as a fan and became a friend. Her friends call her Annie, she said, so I called her Annie too. When she invited me and another fan club president, Bonnie Kirn Wendt, to her wedding to Jack Gilardi in 1965, we were surprised—and thrilled! And, of course, we went to California to share her special day. The first time I met Annette, she was wearing a wedding dress.>

When the Internet became popular in the mid-’90s, several groups dedicated to Annette, including our fan club, popped up on Yahoo. Then we moved over to Facebook, where there currently are a half dozen fan pages dedicated to Annette. Instagram and other social media also have Annette pages. Facebook was hugely instrumental in connecting me to fans as well as several people interviewed for this book.

When Annette passed away on April 8, 2013, she had lived with MS for 26 years. And while we mourned her death, I also wondered what would happen to those of us who had been dedicated fans since the Mickey Mouse Club. What happened was, we never lost our admiration for Annette. Every day I log onto Facebook and see photos and other posts about her with enthusiastic responses from hundreds of fans. We are still here, and we will never stop loving Annette Funicello.

One thing that I’ve discovered over the years, after interacting with fans from all over the USA and Canada, is that if you know someone is an admirer of Annette’s, you already know a lot about that person. Annette had a great appreciation for her fans and became friends with many of them. Fans are the backbone of any celebrity’s success. Without them, celebrity quickly fades.

And so, this book is dedicated to all of her fans.

Most of us know the stories behind Annette’s relationships with other celebrities, but this book digs a little deeper. I found people who knew Annette for a few minutes, a few weeks or several years, all of whom were impacted by their encounters with her. Her bestie, actress Shelley Fabares, talks about how Annette became her lifetime friend and confidante. But most of the others are people you’ve probably never heard of, whose stories and photos will be new to you. Sandy Ferra, a childhood friend, relives the years before Annette became famous. Kevin Kidney relates his story about designing Annette’s famous Disney cane, and how he eventually got to meet her. A late-in-life friend, Kathy Maraldo, recounts the many trips Annette made to New Orleans and how she was able to help Annette after her MS diagnosis.

In this book are pictures of Annette with nearly everyone I interviewed, plus rare family photos that were given to Nick Strange, a fan and family friend, to archive. His story is here, too. These memories of Annette take on different forms: Some friends wrote their own, some preferred to be interviewed, and some told me their stories that I made into narratives. They all give insight into Annette’s impeccable character.

Annette’s mom, Virginia Funicello, passed away in 2007, but she is represented here, too. Virgie was very much involved with Annette’s fans. She often invited them to the Funicello home when Annette was young, and always enjoyed a phone call from fan/friends as Annette’s career progressed. When she showed up for Annette’s events she consistently made a point of interacting with those who attended. Virgie was a fun, chatty redhead who had endless stories to tell and food to offer. Included in this book is her story, reprinted from a fan club journal (fanzine).

Annette was always family-oriented and had no problem scaling back her career to raise the three Gilardi children, Gina, Jacky and Jason. She was an engaged mom who drove car pools and worked at the Little League snack bar. It is heartbreaking to know that she is unable to enjoy being in the lives of her children and her four beautiful grandchildren.

I hope you’ll enjoy the reminiscences in this book and feel the enduring affection from those who shared their Annette stories. Somewhere, her bright Mouseke-light is shining down on all of us.

—Rita Rose


Shelley Fabares

Best Friend

Anyone who has followed Annette’s career—and life—knows that Shelley Fabares was her BFF. They met in catechism class then worked together on the Mickey Mouse Club’s “Annette” series, where their friendship blossomed. As best friends, Annette and Shelley spent a lot of time together, trying to lead a normal life outside of Hollywood. It was a solid, 57-year friendship that saw them through many life events.

Shelley became an actress at age three, then went on to star in several TV series, most notably The Donna Reed Show and Coach, three Elvis movies, the TV movie Brian’s Song and many others. In 1962, her recording of “Johnny Angel” reached Number One on the Billboard Hot 100 chart. Here is Shelley’s story:

Like everybody else in the ’50s, I watched the Mickey Mouse Club every day. My favorite Mouseketeer was Annette: I just loved her, and when she was on the screen I went crazy. She was so darling and sweet and beautiful. And when it was time for me to make my confirmation in the Catholic Church, there was a big surprise in store for me!

I had left Blessed Sacrament Catholic School, where Mouseketeer Doreen Tracey had been a classmate and friend, to go to public school. Then, at my first Catechism class in eighth grade, the door opened and in walked Doreen…with Annette! It was like the top of my head blew off! Annette was phenomenally popular and everybody loved her. Doreen introduced me to her, but we were both very shy. We didn’t talk a lot, but I loved going to Catechism class to see Annette once a week.

Two or three months after our confirmation, I went to Disney Studios for an interview, but I didn’t know what it was for. Then my agent called and told my mom I got the part in something called the “Annette” serial on the Mickey Mouse Club. When Mom got off the phone and told me, I almost fainted. When I read the script, I was so excited to be in it, even though I played a mean town girl who was nasty to Annette. I had to pinch myself every day working with her!

It was while we were filming “Annette” that our friendship took off. There was a scene where a bunch of kids were going on a hayride and the director told everyone to get into the wagon. Well, everybody jumped on and immediately got into couples. Annette and I were the last two on, so we sat in the front. Everyone behind us was laughing and flirting. We started laughing about how the other couples were flirting and we didn’t have anybody to flirt with…and that was the beginning of our friendship!

From then on, we found out all those things we had in common, like being brought up in strict Catholic families and working at a young age. She had other friends but they were mostly Mouseketeers. I felt like I had known her forever—we just clicked. I spent so much time at her house that I became the Funicellos’ other daughter. They called me Shelley Fabrocini, haha.

I’ll never forget one time when Annette and her mom, Virginia, had some fun with my shyness. Annette and I had a friend, Sandy Ferra, whose parents were friends with the Funicellos, so we would sometimes hang out together. (See Sandy Ferra Martindale’s story elsewhere in this book.) Sandy’s dad owned several nightclubs, and one New Year’s Eve they invited Annette’s family to party at a club called The Crossbow. They asked me to come along with them, but I didn’t want to go where I wasn’t invited. Virginia said, “Come on, it’ll be all right.” When we got there, I hesitated getting out of the car. Annette was laughing at me and Virginia asked if I was all right. I said I guessed so, even though I felt queasy. Then Virginia said, “Just don’t throw up on anybody.” Annette and I broke up laughing, although I was mortified. But I didn’t get sick!

Annette and I flourished and grew in many of the same ways. We would go to Mass together, we liked some of the same boys…we did everything together. I felt like I was meeting the other half of me. We understood one another and had a remarkable friendship for so many years. When you’re really best friends, no one else exists in the world.

Some of my favorite times together seem to center on laughing. We laughed at everything we found funny. We laughed all the time, every weekend when we spent the night at each other’s places. We gossiped, we laughed, we ate, we talked about boys and clothes, all the things teens do most of the time. If it hadn’t been for my friendship with Annette I wouldn’t have had those normal experiences. I had other friends, but when I was working they were in school, so with Annette it was entirely different. We worked at different studios but had some of the same experiences.

It was an incredible era for us to be in. And we were the “good girls.” Disney wanted Annette to be good and virginal, and not wear a bikini. After Donna Reed, I was almost always cast as the nice, sweet girl in movies.

It’s always hard to talk about someone you love so much and make it sound like a true reflection of what that person is like. I owe so much of my ability to love others to my wonderful relationship with Annette. It was remarkable just being together. Show business is entirely different now … we had no social media and no connections to meet up with people out in the world.

Of course our friendship changed once we became adults and got married. I never had kids but Annette had three, and once babies come into your life your relationship takes a new direction. But amazingly, we stayed as close as we ever had been. Annette was totally devoted to her kids, but that didn’t get in the way of our friendship or the quality of our time together. I’d go to her house and we’d laugh, have a glass of wine, and talk about old times and new times. Annette was very much a homebody and her first husband, Jack, was an outgoing talent agent with a lot of professional events to go to. Annette was happier at home with the kids and making dinner.

She did several beach movies and I did three with Elvis. She and I always felt the same way about how the ocean air played havoc with our hair! Our naturally curly hair was the bane of our existence. Fans would see our photos in movie magazines and write about wanting to do their hair just like us! Our relationship allowed Annette and me to have the same experiences regular kids had while living an unusual life. I know I would have missed that without Annette.

When I found out she had MS, I was devastated, and that doesn’t really describe it. I didn’t have a real clear understanding of MS but I saw the problems she was having. I couldn’t believe it—it was like the other half of me was disappearing. It was horrifying to see what was happening to her. Early on, some doctors said they didn’t know what she had but that it wasn’t MS. This gave Annette and Glen, her second husband, tremendous hope. But she kept getting worse and finally it was definitely diagnosed. For me, it continues to be devastating to this day.

After their house fire in 2011, Glen moved Annette to Bakersfield, where he had lived before they got married. I was doing Coach and my second marriage, to Mike Farrell, brought a new life with two stepchildren. Still, I went to see her whenever I could.

My mother passed away from Alzheimer’s. With that disease, the patient withdraws and becomes a shell of their former self. In some ways MS has the same effect. It was very hard to visit with Annette, hard to communicate. At a certain point conversations with her became totally one-sided. It broke my heart. It was an awful period of time because Annette’s friendship was so much a part of me.

I was with Annette when she died. She was in the hospital with pneumonia when Glen called me to come up to see her. I got to the hospital two days before she passed away. She was finally in a large room with family members as well as Sharon Baird, her close Mouseketeer friend. Glen came in to talk to us when it became clear Annette was leaving us.

We each went up to her bed and talked to her for a moment. I believe she could hear us, and I’d like to think she knew we were there. I whispered a couple of funny things to her and told her how much I loved her. Then we sat down, and none of us could talk—we didn’t know what to say. I watched the heart monitor; she plateaued for a while, but then the numbers started going down fast, and then she was gone. She was finally free.

There were many facets to Annette’s personality. She was kind, funny, caring, lovely inside and out—plus so much more than most people knew. And she was brave, because she withstood so much. I am enormously grateful to God that I got to be with her for all of those special, laughter-filled years.”
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	Shelley Fabares and Annette were best friends for 57 years. (Photo: American International Pictures)
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	Shelley and Annette spent hours together as teenagers, talking about clothes and boys.



Nick Strange

New York Fan

Sometimes you don’t know where a connection to Annette will lead you.

For Nick Strange, a fan from Oneida, New York, meeting Annette led to becoming a member of her family. He didn’t have to marry anyone: He only had to be a handsome Italian guy with a flair for photography and a fondness for the elder Funicellos and Albanos, who lived close to him in Utica, Annette’s hometown in upstate New York.

It started when Nick, a longtime member of my Annette Fan Club, was working the photo shop for the club after Lou Fitton took over. As a Flatware Designer Craftsman for Oneida Ltd., he heard that Annette liked Oneida silverware products, so he sent her a letter and several brochures.

“I had just gotten back from teaching an exercise class when my phone rang and I heard a voice say, ‘Hi, this is Annette. I got your brochures and wondered if you could order something for me for (Mouseketeer) Sharon’s mother.’ She told me what to order,” Nick recalls, “and I said I’d let her know if it was available. I called her the next night and told her the item could be shipped from the factory to her. She thanked me and said she had heard good things about me. What a compliment!

“Well, after that I got a call from her Aunt Mickie in Utica, asking me if I could order a particular flatware pattern that Virginia wanted; I said I could do that. Then Mickie and another sister, Carmella, met me at the store to pick up the order. A few days later, they called and invited me for dinner with all three of Virginia’s sisters. That was how it all started.”

Annette’s aunts Mickie (Michelina) and Jo (Josephine, Annette’s godmother), neither of whom had children, easily adopted Nick into the family. Carmella and Frank “Windy” Barletto welcomed him, too. Soon he was calling them aunt and uncle.

“Annette’s family wanted me for holidays, birthdays and other occasions, but that made it hard sometimes because I had my own family celebrations,” says Nick. “Uncle Windy would invite me over for dinner and then we’d go hang out in the garage. I also invited them to my house for meals. If I invited one aunt to the house, they’d all come. It was a package deal.

“Uncle Windy worked in an Italian bakery in early morning where he sliced Italian bread. Sometimes there was enough dough left over to make humongous rolls, 12 inches in diameter. He would slice the rolls and put cold cuts and cheese in them to make us huge sandwiches. He also was friends with people who owned a produce business. One day, as I got home from work, I found Uncle Windy, Aunt Car and Aunt Mickie sitting on my front porch waiting for me. Uncle Windy had brought me a huge box of bananas, tomatoes, peppers and onions. He said, ‘You’re gonna eat these, aren’t you?’ There was no way I could eat everything so I gave some away to friends.

“They just took hold of me. And if I didn’t call them every other day, Uncle Windy would call me and say, ‘You forgot the old man!’ I can hear him now. I was a fan of Annette’s, but they treated me like family. Our conversations weren’t always about Annette, but they
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