
        
            [image: cover]
        


[image: tmp_d0b7ae0e451f54f16e850350cbba6ced_NhRN2f_html_m6a26e139.jpg]


 


Annette Funicello: America’s
Sweetheart

Copyright © 2013 by Marc Shapiro

 


Riverdale Avenue Books

5676 Riverdale Avenue, Suite 101

Riverdale, NY 10471

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, without
permission in writing from the publisher.

 


Printed in the United States of
America.

 


First Edition May 2013

 


Cover by Scott Carpenter

Cover photo: Globe-Photos

Formatting by www.formatting4U.com

 


ISBN: electronic 978-1-62601-033-8

ISBN: print 978-1-62601-034-5

 


www.riverdaleavebooks.com

 



 


 


To my wife, Nancy…my fantasy come to life. My
daughter Rachael. Granddaughter Lily. Ian (DFIU). Mike, Brady,
Fitch. All the good humans and animals. Lori…as always number one
in my book. Louise. Riverdale Avenue Books. As always the good
books, the good music, and the good art. It’s there if you look
hard enough. Karma, do unto others and everything in your head and
heart that gets you through the day. And finally to the memory of
Annette. They don’t make lives like yours anymore. More’s the
pity.


 


 


TABLE OF CONTENTS

 


 


​ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 


AUTHOR’S
NOTES…This Is Where Things Get Interesting

 


INTRODUCTION…Our
Royalty

 


CHAPTER ONE…Coping
In 1995

 


CHAPTER TWO…The
Road to California

 


CHAPTER THREE…I
Can’t Sing …You’re Hired

 


CHAPTER FOUR…The
Wonder Year

 


CHAPTER FIVE…Front
and Center

 


CHAPTER SIX…Now
It’s Time to Say Goodbye

 


CHAPTER SEVEN…Tall
Paul

 


CHAPTER
EIGHT…Reality Check

 


CHAPTER NINE…Hit
the Beach

 


CHAPTER TEN…Love
and Marriage

 


CHAPTER
ELEVEN…Through Sickness and In Health

 


CHAPTER
TWELVE…Alone

 


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN…Secrets

 


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN…The Big Reveal

 


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN…Search for a Cure

 


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN…The Good Fight

 


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN…A Miracle Cure?

 


EPILOGUE…Dancing
In Heaven

 


FILMOGRAPHY

 


DISCOGRAPHY


 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

​


As with most biographies, Annette
Funicello: America’s Sweetheart was a book that drew from many
sources.

First and foremost a big thank you to
Annette’s excellent 1994 autobiography, A Dream Is a Wish Your
Heart Makes, which brought to light many wonderful
moments.

I would like to thank Carl Gardner of the
group The Coasters, Freddy “Boom Boom” Cannon, Tommy Sands, and
Richard Sherman for their time and their memories of
Annette.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES

​


THIS IS WHERE THINGS GET INTERESTING

 


You want strange and unusual? Well, try this
on for size.

I turned in the original draft of the
manuscript for Annette Funicello: America’s
Sweetheart in 1997. Legal went over this puppy with the
proverbial fine-tooth comb. Editing was done and done. Galley
proofs had been issued and, likewise checked to within an inch of
their lives. So far so good. Except for one minor
detail…

There was not an actual release
date.

The publisher in question, who shall remain
nameless because I’m not in the habit of throwing people under the
bus, had his own agenda when it came to releasing the book. The
advance check cleared, so this writer could wait. But the years
went by, the book was still nowhere to be found on the publisher’s
schedule and, most importantly, Annette was still very much alive
and, by association, making the manuscript as it stood at that
point woefully in need of an update.

So all concerned parties waited and
waited.

Flash forward to April 8, 2013. After a 26
year battle with multiple sclerosis (MS), Annette passed away due
to complications from her disease. A quick call by my agent
discovered that after holding the manuscript for 16 years, the
publisher now has no desire to publish it.

Now this is where things get really
interesting.

Back in the stone age of publishing (also
known as 1997), electronic publishing was just a gleam in the
literary community’s collective eye. It was such an abstract
concept that most publishers had no interest in the “pipe dream” as
a way to turn a book into mad profit and, consequently, did not
have an e-book clause in their contracts. But when Riverdale Avenue
Books jumped into the breach and indicated they would publish the
book, the publisher in question had an official letter written that
effectively returned all rights to the manuscript, including
e-rights, to the author, who immediately passed them on to
Riverdale. It all seemed fine until…

That old devil technology delivered a sucker
punch.

Nobody had a full copy of the manuscript. Not
the original publisher. Not the agent and not the author. Because
again things were done differently back in 1997. Manuscripts were
still being mailed to agents and publishers. People changed
locations. Packing boxes got lost.

Annette Funicello: America’s Sweetheart
was a phantom that existed but, in that all important completed
form, was nowhere to be found. A frantic search of my office and
files (a true journey into hell) miraculously produced fragments of
the original manuscript. Some completed chapters, some fragments
and, sadly, whole sections still missing.

But I was not about to let this odyssey end
badly. I slightly re-edited the chapters I had and did some light
speed research to fill in the blanks. And you know what? The result
of all this madness is now a much better book.

Why? Because now it had an all-important
ending.

Annette had fought this disease in much the
way she lived her life. She fought adversity to the bitter end.
Living with MS for 26 years had not dampened her spirit. She went
toe to toe with the disease and was a public advocate for research
and, hopefully, a cure in her lifetime. But if that was not to be;
maybe those who came after her would have a chance.

Unless you are a certain age, Annette’s life
is probably just a nostalgic blur. Annette’s story…the Mouseketeer
days, the Beach Party romps were all a reflection of where
we were as a society. Post-war, conservative, and long held
traditions and a reflection, most certainly, of a more innocent
time when “happily ever after,” the “white picket fence” and 2.3
children in every family was the order of the day.

The generation that revered Annette and the
goodness she came to personify had dreams and fantasies. Nothing
too daring or out there because that’s not where America was at in
that smooth sailing ride from the ‘‘50s to the early ‘‘60s. The
revolution was still some years off, but nobody was champing at the
bit for it to come.

Because they were quite content to live in the
Middle American dream that was most certainly reflected by
Annette.

So long story short, this updated version of
the life and times of Annette Funicello tells us everything we
wanted to know. The story is now complete. Something that most
certainly would not have happened…

If the often erratic forces of publishing and
technology had not chosen this moment to throw a wild
pitch.
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INTRODUCTION

​


OUR ROYALTY

 


What is the definition of royalty?

In years gone by, royalty meant station and
privilege; a place and position that we could only aspire to but,
realistically, never hope to achieve. Royalty never got dirty,
never had problems and always lived a fairy tale life. But the
concept of royalty has changed in recent years. Princess Diana saw
to that.

Much in the way that Annette Funicello
did.

Annette was attractive. Her black curly hair
cascading down on full and enticing Italian features. That
perpetual, full-mouth smile reflected youthful beauty in a chaste,
childlike way. How talented she was is open to conjecture. Annette,
by her own estimation “certainly wasn’t the best dancer or the best
singer.” And, when questioned in later years about why she went on
to become so popular, she was at a loss. “I guess it was just my
time.”

For a whole generation growing up in the ‘50s,
a generation removed from international conflicts and the times
that tried men’s souls, it was also the time to be captivated by
simple notions and different times. Annette Funicello helped fill
the void.

Annette was the embodiment of royalty done up
in a human, accessible package. She was young and wholesome. There
was never a hint of negativity or cynicism. She was the ‘50s in all
its blissed out glory. She was like us. And, in the best possible
way, she played to our fantasies.

Fred Schneider of the ‘80s rock group The
B-52’s was one of those who came of age on a steady diet of Annette
and, in his own hip way, summed up the intimacies between the
then-child star of The Mickey Mouse Club and her fans. “She
was like a sex goddess back when nobody had a clue.”

Jerry Bowles, an author who had taken Annette
and The Mickey Mouse Club to heart with his book Forever
Hold Your Banner High, likewise fell in love. “I fell in love
with Annette Funicello at first sight. Annette made my chest hurt.
I didn’t pay very much attention to her in the regular Mouseketeer
sequences. But her role in Spin and Marty sent me into an
exhalation of passion. I thought about Annette
constantly.”

And it was that unspoken connection, born
perhaps more of naiveté and innocence than anything else, that
forged the bond between Annette and our dreams.

We fell in love with Annette as we watched her
sing and dance her way across The Mickey Mouse Club stage.
She was a kid just like us. If being on the coolest television show
on the planet could happen to her, it could happen to all of us. We
had our first romantic stirrings as we watched Annette grow into
womanhood. In our dreams, it was possible to go on a date with her
at the local malt shop and if all we got was a goodnight kiss on
the cheek...well, that was the coolest.

When Annette went on to have a star-studded
singing and acting career, it once again mirrored our fantasy life.
And we never begrudged her the success. If we could not hang out
with Paul Anka, Frankie Avalon, Fabian and Tommy Sands, then it had
to be our best friend Annette who did. Because she was a real
person, a decent person and a believably moral person. We watched
as she married the handsome prince, began a family and lived the
fairy tale happily ever after. It could not have happened any other
way.

And when reality finally intruded, a divorce
and later the announcement that she had MS, we cried for a while
and then joined Annette, emotionally and spiritually, in her fight
to recapture happiness. A second loving marriage and her continued
battles to overcome her illness, continued to insure a very special
place for Annette Funicello in our memories and in our
hearts.

In the cold, often cynical times we live in,
it is important that Annette Funicello’s story be told and retold.
Because good, wholesome and human are not dirty words.

Marc Shapiro 2013


CHAPTER ONE

​


COPING IN 1995

 


Annette wanted to do this real
badly.

Badly enough that she was willing to forgo the
comfort and surroundings of her Southern California home and
experience the discomfort of a turbulent plane ride to Vancouver,
Canada. Badly enough to put up with the stares and whispers of
being recognized as her loving husband, Glen Holt, helped her off
the plane and into a waiting wheelchair.

Annette had hoped to avoid the indignity of
being wheeled through the airport, but she was not having one of
her better days and so she had no choice but to accept the ride
when the strength to hold up her walking cane had finally given
out.

This was an offer Annette did not have to
accept. She did not need the money. She definitely did not need the
physical and emotional stress the trip was putting on her frail
body. But the opportunity to appear as herself in the 1995
television movie about her life, A Dream Is A Wish Your
Heart Makes, based on her 1994 autobiography of the same title,
was just too much of an opportunity to pass on.

That people had liked her book had been a
thrill. That Hollywood had thought enough of her life of fantasy
and reality to consider making it into a movie had left her
speechless.

Annette rubbed her eyes as her husband, Glen,
wheeled her through the door of the soundstage, immediately
plunging the couple into a dizzying patchwork quilt of darkness and
scattered, light induced brightness. Crew members walked by
carrying cables, camera equipment and production schedules. Some
looked in her direction and smiled a friendly greeting. Some came
up to her and said hello. That most of them had been born when
Annette first brightened countless lives was an irony that was not
lost on her.

Annette, her face drawn and tired from the
flight, brightened at the idea of being on a real live movie
soundstage for the first time in a long time. Glen wheeled her
around a corner and onto a set where her scenes, later that day,
would be shot. And into a scene that was pure fantasy.

Standing before her, dressed in white
turtleneck sweaters, emblazoned with the name Annette and the
classic Mouseketeer ears, were the three actresses who were playing
Annette at various times in her life. Eva LaRue, who played Annette
from her late teens to early ‘40s in the film, stepped forward and
introduced Elysa Hogg, who portrayed Annette as a child and Andrea
Nemeth, who is Annette during her early and middle teen
years.

“Annette,” happily announced LaRue
and as reported in People, “This is your life.”

Annette broke into a wide grin and laughed.
Then she cried...tears of happiness.

For actress LaRue, meeting Annette face to
face for the first time was an anxious moment. She had prepared for
her role as America’s Sweetheart by reading and rereading her book
and had watched all the Beach Party movies until she could recite
the dialogue in her sleep.

“I ran up to her like I had known
her for years,” recalled the actress in People of that
moment. “Then I noticed that she was looking at me really closely
to see if I looked like her. I suddenly got real nervous and said
‘Oops! I gotta go!’ and just ran off. She must have thought I was
crazy.”

What LaRue would later find out was that, in
Annette’s eyes, she had passed the test. “Eva is everything and
more than I could ask for,” raved Annette in giving her personal
thumbs up during that day on the set and, as reported by
People. “I only wish I did actually look like
her.”

The emotional tone of A Dream Is a Wish
Your Heart Makes changed the day Annette appeared on the set.
To that point, there had been a certain detached quality
surrounding the production. For many who were not familiar with
Annette’s story, this was just another woman’s story for
television. Even those who were old enough to remember Annette from
her Mouseketeer days had, to that point, not formed a real
emotional attachment to the story. But all that changed when
Annette was wheeled onto the stage.

Suddenly the words on the script page had a
flesh and blood connection. People could see the frailty and the
reality of what MS could be. They could see the energy and
determination present in Annette’s eyes. And, in turn, Annette
could see that they really cared.

Annette had gone through all the emotional
phases by 1995. There had been the moments, during those early
days, when she had been scared to death at the prospect of being
diagnosed with a disease that, up to that point, had no cure. There
were those frantic flights after questionable attempts at cures as
multiple sclerosis began to slowly but surely break down and ravage
her body. But her fighting spirit and her faith in God would
eventually come to the fore and, a little more than two years after
she had gone public with the news that she had contracted the
disease, courage and optimism had emerged as the words she now
lived by.

“You learn to live with it,”
reflected Annette in her autobiography of her constant battle with
MS. “You learn to live with anything.”

But learning to live with MS was not something
she came by overnight. Annette was slow to come to terms with the
disease to the point where she could talk about it with anyone but
the most intimate confidants. Once she went public, Annette went on
a never ending search for a cure. If this had been a fairy tale,
Annette would have found that cure. What she found was a lot of
dead ends.

“I heard about a doctor who was
giving these shots,” she recalled in her book of a trip to the
Bahamas in pursuit of a reported miracle cure. “But they didn’t
work for me. Then I was put on a steroid program that did nothing
but give me insomnia. I went through acupuncture, acupressure,
herbal medicines and vitamin B-12 shots. But nothing
helped.”

Annette’s frustration continued as she fought
a valiant but losing effort against the disease that, by 1993, had
gone from intermittent flare ups to a constant, crippling presence
in her life. Slowly she lost the ability to walk without
assistance. Her equilibrium was in a constant state of imbalance,
and so Annette lived, on an almost daily basis, with the fear of
falling. That she finally had to give up the simple pleasure of
driving was the final blow to her independence.

That she could not just hop in a car at any
time and drive wherever she wanted to go was, to Annette, the
ultimate humiliation and a sign that MS was leaving her in a near
total state of vulnerability.

The search for a miracle cure continued. A
radical experiment involving the injection of human placenta
failed. Annette immediately went to the front of the line for an
experimental drug called Betaseron that, in lab experiments, had
been shown to reduce the frequency and severity of MS attacks. But
hopes for its use were slowed down in an endless stream of
government red tape. At one point, Annette was encouraged by
doctors to dream and then try to remember her dreams in a radical
attempt to stimulate the penal gland as a way of combating the
disease. Annette, who had often stated publically that she never
dreamed, tried but failed in this attempt. “I don’t dream,” she
sighed at the memory in her book. “It would be wonderful if I
could.”

Trying to remain upbeat, Annette would
nevertheless often express frustration at the inability to find a
cure. But even in those darkest hours, she would look to the past
and to happier times for strength. “Sometimes when I feel
discouraged and have a problem, I find myself thinking ‘If only Mr.
Disney were here. He would know what to do.’ And that makes me feel
a little bit better,” she recalled while writing her
book.

Annette finally came upon a regimen of
massage, physical therapy, exercise and a carefully monitored diet
in 1993. While not the ultimate cure for MS, she found that she was
having more “terrific days” then she had experienced in a long
time. But none of the sudden progress would be worth much if
Annette, along the way, had not continued with her rosy outlook on
life.

“Attitude is so important,” she
proclaimed at the time. “When I have a bad day, I talk to myself
and try to soothe over everything because I know tomorrow will be
better. I’ve learned to enjoy life a lot more and it has certainly
strengthened my faith.”

As well as her resolve to remain active in
both professional and charity causes.

To help educate the public about MS, Annette
became an honorary spokesperson for the National Multiple Sclerosis
Society and established the Annette Funicello Research Fund for
Neurological Diseases. She created a successful line of designer
teddy bears that she pitched on the QVC Home Shopping Network.
Annette was also very hands on in the creation and marketing of her
own line of perfume called Cello.

But the challenge of the moment remained her
appearance in A Dream Is a Wish Your Heart Makes. For
a sequence in which Annette was supposed to do the film’s voice
over narration, a task that required the concentration and timing
she did not possess at that point, a voice coach, by way of a
hidden microphone, talked Annette through the reading. For those
who remembered Annette as the bouncy, spirited child star of The
Mickey Mouse Club and, later, as the equally energetic teen in
the Beach Party movies, this was tough to watch. Annette would
start out fine, then falter, pause and finally stop as the director
gently called for another take. Frustration crisscrossed her face.
This should not have been that difficult she most likely thought.
While knowing all along the reason it was.

Another of the brief scenes involving Annette
dragged on for hours, which, when combined with the hot set,
resulted in her body beginning to physically wilt under the hot
lights and oppressive heat. But ever the trooper, Annette insisted
on returning to the set the next day and, with the aid of ice packs
on her back and legs, completed her scenes.

Watching Annette struggle and ultimately
triumph in the handful of scenes of her life story proved to be an
exercise in quivering lips and teary eyes from even the most
hardened crew members. Actress Linda Lavin, who played Annette’s
mother in the film, remembered the emotional moments on that day as
reported by People. “I don’t think there was a dry eye on
the set. Her life force is huge. She won’t give in to this disease.
“

During Annette’s stay on the film set, Frankie
Avalon, who was thrilled at the opportunity to play himself in a
handful of scenes, arrived. When the two old friends hugged, it was
like a time warp to better days had magically opened up.

Avalon, between scenes, offered to
People that he was only too happy to play a part in
Annette’s cinematic life story. “I was happy to help because this
was so special for her. And I liked the idea that there was no
going into a character. That this was real life.”
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