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    Chapter 2


    


    Something was very wrong here. This girl Linda Thompson was not Miss Tennessee. At least she was not the Miss Tennessee I knew, which made it even odder that she was looking at me as if my polite hello when she introduced herself was not enough to suit her. Heaven knew, the last thing I wanted to do was insult an acquaintance of Elvis, but as much as I tried to place her, she didn’t strike me at all familiar, and although there had to be millions of girls named Linda Thompson, I couldn’t recall ever hearing that name in my life.


    Thank goodness it didn’t seem to make her mad. After a few seconds, when she didn’t get whatever response she wanted from me, she started babbling away, smiling and twisting her hair around her finger, as if we were best of friends. I didn’t catch everything she was saying, because I found the whole situation too confusing, and the harder I tried to figure out what was going on, the more tongue-tied I got, so I just sat there smiling, watching her lips move, until finally I caught a name I recognized. “Harold Glasser? I know him!” My voice sounded shrill to my ears, but I was proud to be able to say something at last. I let out a deep breath. Harold Glasser was a pageant official for Miss USA, and a mutual acquaintance of mine and Linda’s, so now some of what she’d been saying made sense. I found out that although she was not the reigning Miss Tennessee, she was indeed Miss Tennessee 1972. What a relief to know that this friendly girl was not looking me straight in the eye, lying through her pearly little teeth— and who knew?— she might even be an ally for me with Elvis. Then just as I was about to inquire how she was acquainted with him, one of the girls she’d been sitting with bounced over and said, “I smell fresh popcorn. Let’s go to the concession stand.”


    Linda smiled at me. “Want to go get some popcorn with us?”


    Popcorn? Me sitting there with kernels stuck in my teeth and Elvis six inches from my face, no thanks. I took a sip from my giant cup of diet Tab cola, and said. “I’m happy with my drink, but it’s nice of you to ask.”


    Linda wiggled her fingers bye-bye, and disappeared up the aisle. Never in a million years would I have imagined that the next time we met, Elvis would be dead. In the light from the screen, his skin glowed, everything about him godlike perfection. Except for one small blemish. His thumbnail was bruised to a bloody pulp. I wondered how his bodyguards had allowed such an injury to happen, but on the other hand, bodyguards couldn’t protect him from everything, and that bruise was proof that Elvis was not the god he seemed.


    As if to make certain I realized it, at one point in the movie, he turned around, and offered his hand, “I think I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Elvis Presley,” and during the first movie, the comedy with Peter Sellers, whenever something funny happened, he would turn around to make sure I was enjoying the joke. Then in the next movie, there was a horribly violent scene, where a car kept running over babies. Elvis turned to me and said in a grave voice, “Those are not real babies,” like a child shooing away monsters in the dark.


    We watched a triple-feature, but it went by too fast, and I began feeling anxious, wondering what would happen when the final film was over. What I wanted to happen was for Elvis to usher me up the aisle and into his car, but when THE END came on the screen, Elvis stood up and stretched, then thanked me for coming, and said he hoped to see me again.


    Oh, no, I thought, He didn’t even ask for my number. Now he was heading up the aisle and out the door, out of my life. Elvis had left the building. Yet again, Dave offered a coffee stop before dropping me at my hotel, and yet again I accepted. If I kept getting stuck with Dave, I might learn to like coffee. I might even learn to like Dave, but for the moment, he was nothing more to me than my last desperate link to Elvis. He placed his hand behind my back, guiding me into the lobby, and when he opened the door onto the street, sunshine rushed in. I hadn’t calculated leaving the theater just as the Memphis shopkeepers were opening up. If my Daisy Mae dress had seemed doubtful the night before, it seemed downright shameful in broad daylight, but it probably wasn’t the first time the waitress in the Waffle House had seen a girl in a cocktail dress straggle in on the morning after. I hoped she’d hear Dave and me talking about Elvis, so she’d understand that I wasn’t just any old party girl. I was a girl who knew Elvis Presley. I’d had a date with Elvis Presley, and as long as I lived, nobody could take that away from me.


    Dave and I didn’t have much to say, and neither of us wanted anything to eat, so we sipped our coffee in silence. I wondered why he’d even bothered asking me to come. I would have liked to think that Elvis told him to get me some breakfast, but I’d never know for sure. Then Dave pulled a notebook and pen out of his pocket and slid them across the table. “I need your contact info.”


    I must have hesitated, because he added, “It’s not for me. Elvis asked me to get your phone number for him.”


    The flight to Atlanta was the longest trip of my life. Getting off the plane, I wove in and out of dawdling passengers, getting to the head of the line as fast as I could, until finally, I set foot in the airport and spotted my brother’s dark bushy head among the throng waiting at the gate.


    I threw my arms around his neck. “I’ve got so much to tell you!”


    Ray said he was in a hurry, had to get back to work, which suited me fine. I’d rather tell him about Elvis after we got in the car and I had his full attention. While he got my luggage, I raced ahead and out to the passenger pick-up area, where my chariot awaited. People might have laughed to see Elvis’s latest flame, who only yesterday traveled in a chauffeured-limo, now hiking up her pants-leg and climbing into a white panel van with “Ray’s Home Repair and Improvement” emblazoned on each side, but the humor was lost of me. My mind was too busy rehearsing the big story I was going to tell my brother.


    I shouldn’t have bothered. After nearly a whole day of waiting and wishing to share my astonishing news, it spilled out of my mouth so fast I hardly knew what I was saying, but Ray caught the drift.


    His mustache crooked up on one side, in a snicker. “Elvis Presley, huh? Yeah, well, when does Elvis get to meet me?” My brother, the comedian. Ha. Ha. Ha. Wouldn’t he be surprised when the King himself showed up on Mama and Daddy’s doorstep?


    My mama would be thrilled to hear all about it, and then she’d make me tell it over and over to all her friends. I ignored Ray, and gazed out the window of the van, re-rehearsing my tale.


    Our house wasn’t anything fancy, a typical 1950s four-bedroom brick ranch, barely big enough for a couple to raise two sons and three daughters. I left Ray to unload my bags, and ran through the backdoor, into the kitchen. “Mama, wait till you hear!”


    People say I look like my mama, and I love hearing it, because to my eyes she was the quintessential natural beauty, and never more so than on that day standing at the kitchen sink in Bermuda shorts and a sleeveless white blouse, sunshine through the window lighting her curly blonde hair. “Hey, darlin. You hungry?” she asked.


    “I’ll just grab a Tab.” I opened the fridge. “Mama, really, I’ve got something important to tell you.”


    “Okay,” she said, “you can tell me while I unload the dishwasher.”


    I sat down at the little Formica-topped dinette table and began to tell my story.


    Mama didn’t even look at me while I talked, just kept unloading dishes. Even when I finished, waiting for her to comment, she went right on working, barely mumbling, “Sounds like you had a good time.”


    I heaved a sigh and put Mama above Ray on my mental list of people who were going to be very surprised when Elvis and I got married. Till then, I wasn’t going to tell them one more thing. They could just wait and see.


    Meantime, I would tell my friend Pam. She would go crazy hearing this. I grabbed the yellow wall phone, dialed her number, and stretched the cord to reach my seat at the table. I had barely begun to tell her, when she interrupted me. “Hey, Diana, why don’t we all go out to dinner Friday night, and you can tell everybody at the same time.” That sounded good to me. I didn’t want to keep the phone tied up calling friends when Elvis might be trying to get through. I hung up, grabbed another Tab from the fridge, and sat down, waiting for his call.


    I was still sitting there when Mama set the table for dinner, and still there when everybody came in for breakfast the next morning. And the next. The only time I budged was to go to the bathroom, and even then, I kept the door cracked to make sure I’d hear the phone if it rang.


    By the time Friday night rolled around, I had lost some of my enthusiasm for storytelling, and Pam had to up the ante to coax me out of the house, by making dinner reservations at the Polaris in Atlanta, a revolving restaurant atop the Hyatt Regency that was my very favorite. I dolled up in my baby blue polyester pantsuit, slipped my feet into the white platform heels that I now called my Elvis shoes— What a show-and-tell for my friends!— made everyone in the house swear to answer the phone on first ring, and off I went with renewed energy to share my big adventure with my pals.


    At the end of the evening, I had four more names to add to the list of people who were going to be very surprised when I became Mrs. Presley. They all thought I was making the whole thing up, and who could blame them? I had always been star-struck. My bedroom was wallpapered with rock-star posters and my nose was always stuck in a fan magazine. That’s how I learned the truth about Linda Thompson and Elvis. Although I didn’t believe it at the time.


    Days turned into weeks of keeping vigil by the phone. I didn’t eat, didn’t sleep. I knew my family was worried, because I could hear them whispering behind my back, but nothing got my attention until one day, my fourteen-year-old sister, Crystal, pointed out that the dishwater roots of my golden hair had widened from a half-inch to half-a-foot. Well now, that wouldn’t do. What if Elvis called and wanted to see me right that minute?


    I was out the door and off to the drugstore. The clerk was ringing up another customer’s purchases, so I placed my box of Miss Clairol Baby Blonde on the counter and walked over to the magazine stand. Smiling at me from the first cover I spotted was none other than Elvis. The girl in the picture with him was Linda Thompson. According to the caption, she was his girlfriend. I turned the magazine around so that the back cover faced forward. Maybe I should inform the drugstore owner that he shouldn’t have such lies on his magazine rack. Everybody knew these tabloid rags were nothing but hogwash. Why on earth would Elvis invite me on a date, with his girlfriend sitting right there beside him? He wouldn’t. So much for that.


    Then I saw them on another cover, and another, until I could no longer deny that she was in fact his girlfriend, and had been for several years. But I also heard that things were rocky between them, and she might be moving out of Graceland. Graceland? She lived there? While those stories gave me hope that she’d soon be gone, they also made me wonder if she had been around on the day I was sneaking through the house trying to get into Elvis’s bedroom. What if I had walked in on the two of them in bed? Thank God for saving me from that, but it didn’t mean things were over for Elvis and me, it simply explained why he was taking a while getting in touch. Maybe he was having a hard time getting rid of her.


    I was a long way from giving up, but I now realized that I couldn’t live the rest of my life in my parents’ kitchen waiting for the phone to ring. Besides, I’d had an extremely tempting offer not long before I left for Memphis. My friend Paulette called from Hollywood to say she’d moved in with her boyfriend, B.J. Thomas, and they’d like for me to come visit. B.J. Thomas? Really? The “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ On My Head” singer? Wow. The timing could not have been better. I started packing my bags for L.A.


    Paulette said she’d pick me up curbside at LAX, and she was right on time. I spotted her before she spotted me. Paulette’s huge smile could be seen a mile away, and with the top down on the silver Mercedes 450SL she was driving, her long hair shimmered like dark water in the California sun. “Heyyy!” She popped the trunk for the sky-cap and hopped out of the car, grabbing me in a best-friend hug. “Welcome to, L.A.!”


    Sliding into the passenger seat, I stroked the leather upholstery. “Where did you get this?”


    “It’s B.J.’s,” she winked, “I wanted you to arrive in style.”


    “I appreciate that,” I said, “and I can’t wait to meet B.J. Are we far from your house? I’ve never been here, you know, and I have no idea where I am.” We had left the airport area and were on a busy street, bordered by all kinds of stores and restaurants that didn’t look like my idea of Hollywood or Beverly Hills or anyplace in the Los Angeles of my dreams.


    She raised an eyebrow. “This area is not all that great, is it? But, depending on the traffic, it’s only about a twenty-minute drive to our place. Speaking of which, I have a surprise for you.”


    I smiled. “Just when I thought things couldn’t get any better.”


    “I’ve found a very special place for you to stay,” she beamed.


    “I thought I was staying with you,” I said.


    She nodded. “I know, honey. I was really looking forward to having you with us, but B.J.’s sick, and I think you’ll be very happy when you hear my surprise.”


    I had been happy thinking I was going to stay with my best friend at B.J. Thomas’s house. This had better be good. Then it hit me. She wasn’t just smiling like this was something good, she was smiling like this was something huge. When I had called to tell Paulette that I was taking her up on her invitation, I had filled her in on my Elvis adventure, to which she replied, “That is amazing. B.J. knows Elvis. This is going to be fun.” Recalling the conversation, my heart started pounding so hard I could barely breathe. Elvis had a house in Hollywood. Could it be? Of course, it could, this whole thing was a set-up for the big surprise. The huge surprise. My angel-friend Paulette was taking me to Elvis.


    “You’re going to stay at Harold Robbins’s house.” Paulette said.


    I must have looked as sick as I felt, because she slowed the car. “Diana?”


    “I’m sorry.” I gulped back my disappointment. “What did you say? Whose house?”


    “Harold Robbins. He’s a writer.”


    In my head, I saw a bespectacled old man wearing a moth-eaten cardigan, leading me upstairs to a spare room in an attic lined with musty books.


    “Did you read The Betsy?” Paulette asked.


    “No. I don’t read much,” I answered.


    “He’s a movie producer, too. Did you see The Carpetbaggers, with George Peppard?”


    Movie producer? George Peppard? The booklined attic I’d envisioned morphed into a Beverly Hills estate à la Playboy Mansion. I closed my eyes, seeing myself beside a sparkling blue swimming pool, with a butler in a white jacket bringing me a fancy cocktail on a silver tray.


    Then the car took a sharp turn and my eyes popped open. Paulette had pulled into a driveway, and the house at the end was not my imagination, it was the house of my dreams. No Playboy Mansion, for sure, and no Graceland. This was better than either. Who’d want one of those old piles when you could live in a modern spread like this? I was so bedazzled, Paulette had to jostle me out of my stupor when we pulled up to the house. “Hey, you coming in?”


    We heaved my bags out of the trunk and over to the gate-like double doors, which immediately swung open to reveal a petite uniformed housemaid standing in a massive gleaming hallway that opened into an even more massive living area. In a heavy Spanish accent, she introduced herself as Consuelo.


    Before I had time to wonder if this little woman was the one to carry my bags, a man appeared down the hallway, coming towards us. If this was the butler, he certainly didn’t look anything like the Mr. French character I remembered from Family Affair. This man was tall, tanned, and classically handsome. I recalled that at some point during the drive to the house, while I was imagining all sorts of things, Paulette had been telling me that Harold Robbins was at his other home, in Europe, with a house-sitter taking care of his place here, which would explain this dark-haired dreamboat, who was making his way toward me, and getting more handsome with every step. On closer inspection, his face seemed familiar, and he had the bronzed chiseled features of a typical leading man. Dare I hope that my first Hollywood roommate might also be the first Hollywood star I met?


    “I’m Anthony Herrera,” he offered his hand.


    I didn’t recognize the name, but he sure had a movie-star smile.


    “Let me show you to your room,” he said, gathering my luggage. His tight-fitting black jogging suit left little doubt that he was plenty fit to handle my bags, so I stepped back and beamed admiration as he tucked one suitcase under each bicep and grabbed two more in each hand. Then Paulette popped a kiss on my cheek, and with a quick excuse about having to get back to B.J., she was out the door and I was following Anthony to my bedroom.


    Now it hit me that as handsome and charming as this man was, I did not recognize his face because I’d never laid eyes on him, and here I was, letting him lead me into the bedroom of a house where my only protection was a tiny maid who probably wouldn’t understand the word “help”, no matter how loud I screamed it. What had I been thinking coming out here on such a whim? I was nothing more than a little country girl fresh off the farm. Might as well call me Ellie Mae Clampett.


    “Here we are.” Anthony stopped at a door and set my bags inside. “I’ll be in the living room where you came in,” he said, “so after you catch your breath, come find me, and I’ll show you around.”


    Now I felt ashamed of myself for thinking such terrible thoughts about this kind man. “That’s very nice of you,” I said, “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”


    He closed the door, and I took a look around the room. Where the entry hall had felt cool and sleek, like stepping into the lobby of a luxury high-rise, the bedroom felt more like coming into a comfortable hotel suite after a long hard trip. It was decorated in soothing earth-tones, and the big bed was already turned down, tempting me to crawl between the crisp sheets that looked like somebody had spent hours starching and ironing them. But with Anthony waiting for me in the living room, there was no time for a nap. At the end of the room was an open doorway. I strolled over and peeked into the en-suite bathroom. Back home, seven of us shared one bath, so for me, this was the ultimate luxury. Especially the deep porcelain soaking tub and separate walk-in shower. Later tonight, I might try out both, but first I’d better find Anthony and let him show me around this palace I’d stumbled into.


    I was surprised when Harold Robbins’s bedroom was the first stop on the tour, and even more surprised when I learned that he shared it with his wife, Grace. Walking into such a personal space seemed almost an invasion of privacy, but Anthony strolled in like it was nothing, sailed past the huge bed, and to the end of the room, which was a long, mirrored wall of closets. He slid back one mirrored door, and said, “If you ever need something special to wear, you’re welcome to anything here.”


    What? I couldn’t believe my ears, but neither could I resist a peek, so I joined Anthony at the closet wall for a closer look at the most fabulous wardrobe I’d ever seen. Silks and satins, furs and feathers, rhinestones, sequins, beads, it was too much glamour to take in all at once, so I promised myself a return trip, and moved on.


    California sunshine streamed through large windows in the spacious kitchen, where the housekeeper was scrubbing the tile countertops. She gave us a brief nod then continued her work. Anthony said, “Anytime you get hungry, Consuelo will be happy to make you something to eat.”


    Anytime? My own personal cook, wow, this deal got more unbelievable by the minute.


    Anthony gestured to the breakfast area, where a table was set for two. “I’ll be having dinner a little later, just something light. You’re welcome to join me.”


    “I’d like that very much,” I said. “Thank you.”


    Could this get any better? Yes, it could. He ushered me outside to the patio, and I walked straight into my Hollywood-dream lifestyle, complete with swimming pool, lounge chairs, and umbrella tables. There were even floats bobbing on the sparkling water, just waiting for me to tie on my string bikini and while away lazy days doing nothing more strenuous than rubbing baby oil on my body to perfect my California-girl tan. The only thing missing was that English butler I’d imagined bringing me a cocktail on a silver tray. Reality was a Mexican maid wearing a white apron, but from what Anthony had been telling me, the cocktail could remain in the picture.


    I was ready to start work on my tan right that minute, but Anthony said, “Guess we’d better go back in and finish the tour.”


    Finish? I couldn’t believe there was more to see. We rambled around past this room and that, then stepped into the banquet-size dining room. “The Robbinses like to entertain in style,” Anthony commented, which I soon saw was an understatement, when on our final stop of the tour, he threw back a pair of double doors to reveal an atrium that could easily have been the lanai of a Hawaiian resort, from the bistro sets and cocktail sofas encircling the indoor pool, to the long, mirrored bar lined with swivel stools. I felt like Gomer Pyle on his first trip to the big city. Gohh-ohh-lee! Even so, why would anybody want to swim inside the house and waste all that California sunshine? I was just starting to calculate whether there might be enough hours of daylight left for me to get a start on my tan that very day, when Anthony said, “I bet you’re anxious to get unpacked,” and glanced at his watch, “You’ve got just enough time before dinner, if you still want to join me. How about if I knock on your door when I head to the kitchen?”


    So much for the pool. I found my way to my room, wondering if I should change clothes, but decided it would be easier to keep on the jeans and peasant blouse I’d worn on the plane. To think, only that morning, I had put these clothes on at my parents’ house in Georgia, now here I was, still wearing the same thing, like I’d been beamed up by Scotty to a whole new world.


    Right on time, Anthony knocked at my door, and escorted me to the table in the kitchen’s dining nook, where Consuelo set before us plates with chicken breasts and salads that looked like something I might order at the Polaris in Atlanta, which at that time, I thought of as the ultimate fine dining. Anthony offered white wine from a bottle on the table, and I accepted, glad for the relaxation it provided in making conversation.


    He asked about my friendship with Paulette, and surprised me by inquiring about Elvis. Of course, I was quite happy to fill him in on that, to the point that I realized I might be hogging the conversation, and should toss the ball his direction. “Are you in show business?” I asked, then realized it may not have been the appropriate thing to say right out of the box.


    I was relieved when he smiled and said, “Isn’t everyone?” but it wasn’t much of an answer.


    I took a long swig of wine and stared him in the face. “You look like you could be an actor.”


    “Unfortunately, I am,” he laughed.


    “Unfortunately?”


    “Just kidding.” He refilled his glass from a bottle of light red wine that was on the table next to my bottle of white. I thought a bottle of wine each was a tad too much, but he seemed in a jolly mood, so I wasn’t about to complain. “In fact,” he said, “I just got a new role.”


    “Really? That’s great. What?”


    He shrugged. “Just another soap.”


    “Soap? You mean a soap opera? Wow. Which one?”


    “Are you asking which one I used to be on, or which one I’m on now?”


    “Either. Both.” Whether from the wine or excitement that I was having dinner with a genuine Hollywood star, my head was feeling a little fuzzy. Probably best to just sit back and let Anthony have the floor. “Please tell me all about yourself,” I said. “I really do want to hear.”


    “Okay, well for too many years to talk about I was James Stenbeck, the bad guy on As the World Turns, and now I’m playing a college professor on the Young and the Restless.”


    “That is incredible,” I breathed, and from that point on I didn’t have to worry about keeping up my end of the conversation. Anthony talked until bedtime, but when I got back to my room, I found myself with three empty hours to kill before my eyes would close.


    Fortunately, my room had all the conveniences you’d find in a hotel, even a TV and telephone, but I was still a little miffed at my family and friends about the way they had received my Elvis news, so maybe they didn’t deserve to know about my glamorous new Hollywood lifestyle. It sure would be fun to tell them, though, and my sister Rhonda was expecting my first niece or nephew any day, so I really did need to call and check on her.


    Rhonda was glad to hear from me, but not as impressed with my news as I’d hoped. She mostly wanted to know what I planned to do next, and I had no idea what to tell her. Like Scarlett O’Hara, I’d think about that tomorrow— by the pool.


    You can be sure that as soon as my eyes opened the next morning, I tied on my red-striped bikini and ran to the patio, barely slowing up to grab a banana from the kitchen, on my way. So here I was at last, slathered in iodine and baby oil, drifting on a float in a swimming pool, high above Sunset Boulevard in Beverly Hills, living my Hollywood dream. Except that after a few hours, the dream got a little boring. Back home at the public pool, my sisters and girlfriends were always hanging with me, gabbing, laughing, and flirting with the lifeguards. Anthony didn’t seem to be around this morning, so I supposed he was off doing whatever stars did during the day. He might even be filming the Young and the Restless. Hey! I sat straight up. Maybe I can get him to take me along to the TV studio sometime. Now there was a plan my sister would approve. See, Rhonda, I told you I’d think of something tomorrow. Well, here’s tomorrow and I’ve already thought of something before I’ve even had lunch. I gave myself a slap on the back, Good day’s work, Diana, and decided to knock off early to go watch some TV. Come to think of it, it was about time for the Young and the Restless. What fun to see Anthony on the tube! But as I was walking in, Consuelo came out of the kitchen, jabbering Spanish at me, until finally I caught something that sounded like “phone.”


    “Oh!” I said. It might be Elvis. “Can I take it in my room?”


    She nodded, and I jogged down the hall, hurrying to my bedside telephone.


    It wasn’t Elvis, but I was plenty happy to hear Paulette’s voice. My hope was that B.J. would be feeling better tonight and we’d all go out on the town, so I was disappointed when she said he was still in his “funk,” whatever that was, but just as with my living quarters, she once again offered a consolation prize. “Have you ever heard of Lance Rentzel?” she asked.


    I thought for a few seconds, then said, “Sounds familiar.”


    “He was the Dallas Cowboys’ star wide receiver,” she said, “but you probably remember him as Joey Heatherton’s ex-husband, and— guess what?— you’re going out with him tonight.”


    I did remember the name Lance Rentzel, and in the back of my mind, something about it made me uneasy.
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      Diana and Joey Heatherton, Pageant ’80!
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      Elvis and Diana, Elvis Tour (1975). © Ron Galella/Ron Galella, Ltd.
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      Vicki Hallman, Birmingham Skyline (1973). Photo courtesy of John Robinson
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      Victoria performing with Bob Hope (1976).

    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    “Why didn’t you tell me you were taking the bus today? You don’t have a car?”


    “No.”


    “How did you get to the bus station?”


    “My roommate took me.”


    “So, your roommate has a car?”


    “He borrowed one.”


    Buck’s eyebrows lifted at the word “he.”


    “Is that your boyfriend?”


    “No, he’s gay.”


    “Is he going to pick you up when you get home?”


    “Yes.”


    Buck rested his head on the back of his chair, staring at the ceiling, and I wondered if he was trying to think of the kindest way to tell me I hadn’t passed the audition, but instead it was another off-the-wall question. “Where do you live? I mean what part of town?”


    “Hollywood Hills.”


    “Oh, that’s nice, but I don’t think there’s a Greyhound Station in the Hollywood Hills, is there?”


    “No, it’s down in Hollywood, a few blocks off the boulevard.”


    “Yeah, I think I’ve been there. I imagine it’ll be dark when you get home. How far do you live from the bus station? Too far to walk in those heels you’ve got on?”


    I looked down at my white patent Charles Jourdan sandals with the pewter spike heels. They were my pride and joy. “I don’t know. I’m good at walking.”


    Buck smiled. “So, I’ve noticed. But you say your roommate’s picking you up. How will he know when you get there?”


    “I’ll call him.”


    “And then you’ll hang around that bus station, a few blocks off Hollywood Boulevard, dressed like that?” He pointed at my dress, which was a spaghetti-strap baby-blue knit that I considered appropriate for almost any occasion, except maybe church, since it fit me rather snugly.


    “You don’t like my dress?”


    He shook his head, chuckling, “Oh, yes. I like your dress, but we may have to make some other transportation arrangements for you, since you’ll need to be coming up here with some regularity.”


    It took a few seconds for me to realize he’d just told me I got the gig.


    Before my brain could get a firm grip on that piece of info, Buck was telling me about my first performance as his opening act, which would be a concert coming up the next weekend at an outdoor venue with a name that reminded me of salad dressing. Happy Valley Ranch? Apple Valley Ranch? My head was too busy processing the reality of doing a show with Buck Owens next week, to catch the exact time and place, but “a hundred dollars” caught my ear.


    “You’ll probably come out better that way,” he said, talking about paying me per show rather than on retainer, which mattered not to at all to me. I hadn’t had a steady gig since I moved from Birmingham to Los Angeles, unless you counted the tour I’d done as backing vocalist with Connie Stevens last summer, or my off-and-on performances opening for Bob Hope. I didn’t worry much about the next gig or where money would come from. It always seemed that if I opened my mouth and sang, a paycheck soon materialized.


    The next morning, I woke up with a sore throat. Not that it put me in a panic about the upcoming performance with Buck. I’d sung with a sore throat hundreds of times, and the audience never seemed to notice. But I noticed, and a singer with an ear as good as Buck Owens’ might notice, too. I sent Michael on a quick run to Ralph’s Supermarket for lemons and Earl Grey, neither of which worked.


    When performance day rolled around, my throat was still scratchy, my voice still gravelly, and I still didn’t know where I was, even when Buck and his manager, Jack McFadden, picked me up at the small airport on Saturday morning, headed for the ranch, where Buck, the Buckaroos, and I would be playing at an outdoor festival.


    Sore throat or not, when the emcee called my name, I bounced onto the stage and ran through my four songs with ease, if not comfort. As I walked offstage, with applause ringing, at the bottom of the stairs, Jack greeted me with open arms, “They loved you!”


    “You think so?” I rubbed my throat. “I’ve been sick all week.”


    “You hear the applause, don’t you?”


    


    Emmy Lou Harris was playing at the Palomino and I was going as Buck’s guest. Although the Palomino was a legendary nightclub, I had never been there, and although Emmy Lou was from Alabama, I had never heard her perform, so this was cause for excitement, especially when Jack greeted me at the door and steered me to Buck’s table down front, where a bright-eyed woman stood up and introduced herself as Bonnie Owens.


    This, I knew, was Buck’s ex-wife. I also knew that she was the ex-Mrs. Merle Haggard, and that they and their sons were all one big happy family, to the extent that Bonnie still did some singing with both former husbands, making her good graces much to be desired. I took the empty chair between Jack and Buck, eager to hear one of my favorite singers.


    I’d been listening to Emmy Lou Harris since she hit the airwaves in 1975 with “Boulder to Birmingham,” which may not have gotten a lot of play in other cities, but for obvious reasons, was hard to miss in Birmingham. I’d never really thought of it as a country song, nor Emmy Lou as a country singer, so clearly, I had a lot to learn. My education took a big step forward that night, when Emmy Lou, one of my idols, introduced the man sitting next to me as one of hers.


    My wonder grew when, after the show, Jack went ahead of us, parting the crowd as we made our way into the parking lot, where Emmy Lou’s bus waited. Jack rapped on the door, which immediately opened, with Emmy Lou welcoming us, and introducing her aunt, who was traveling with her.


    In turn, Buck introduced me, and when the aunt heard my last name, she exclaimed, “Hallman? We’re related to the Hallmans, where are you from?”


    Can you imagine, discovering I was a country singer and also Emmy Lou Harris’s cousin in less than two weeks’ time? That was only the beginning.


    Before the night was over, Buck informed me that he was in town to work on a new album, and he wanted me to come to the studio the next day. He also let into the conversation that some of the “pickers” on the session were Emmy Lou’s Hot Band, the same amazing musicians I’d heard tonight. Oh, and Emmy Lou might drop by to do a little singing.


    Her “drop by” became a duet with Buck that was his next top-ten single, “Play Together Again, Again.” It was also the song that moved me into the spot as female vocalist with the Buckaroos. Although Doyle and Don’s voices blended beautifully with Buck’s, when it came to his newest hit song, somebody had to step in for Emmy Lou, and there I stood. So, with that change in the lineup, Buck’s show ran like this: The Buckaroos opened with four songs, then I did four, then when Buck came on, I stepped back, becoming one of the band. It worked so well that by summertime, I no longer felt that I’d gone country, I felt I was country. Then just when I thought I’d settled into a whole new career path, up popped the devil with an offer I couldn’t refuse.


    Gwen Evans was a mover and shaker among L.A.’s tight-knit A-list of backing vocalists. As such, she had been high soprano to my second-soprano with Connie Stevens’ show, and was calling to say that she and Merry Clayton, who had rounded out our threesome, were planning to form a trio, and wanted me to be the third.


    Merry Clayton was the devil that popped up. Not that Merry was a devil, but she had played the Acid Queen in the Who’s movie version of Tommy. She was also known as the female Rolling Stone, for her legendary duet with Mick Jagger on “Gimme Shelter.” Merry Clayton didn’t just stand Twenty Feet from Stardom— as years later she would be featured in the movie of that name— during the 1970s, she stood twenty feet from super-nova stardom, and if I accepted this offer I would be gaining entrance to that exalted circle.


    When I told Gwen that I’d have to think about it, she sounded more than miffed. “All right,” she snapped. “But we need to know soon.” The line went dead.


    


    The next morning, Buck called to say he’d decided to take me to Nashville in June, when he went to tape Hee Haw.


    I dialed Gwen and told her I’d have to decline, even though Buck had made it clear that, although he wanted me to come to Nashville, he wasn’t sure he wanted me to come to Hee Haw. It was his opinion that the first time I went to the set, it should be as one of the Buckaroos, and the timing for that would not be right until Hee Haw’s taping in October, when he’d be doing songs from his new album that featured me on backing vocals. The songs he’d be doing at the June taping featured Bonnie, on vocals that were cut before I came along.


    I didn’t mind waiting until October. I was feeling more and more confident of my position.


    “On the road” is a literal term, because only a tiny portion of touring time is spent performing. The rest is in transit: Limo-plane-limo-venue-limo-hotel, over and over, day in, day out, which leaves a lot of time to talk, and Buck was an enthusiastic conversationalist.


    In explaining the rules of the road, he had offered me two choices: I could travel with the Buckaroos, flying coach and riding in rental cars, or I could travel with Buck and Jack, flying first class and riding in limousines. The catch was that if I chose to travel with Buck and Jack I was not allowed to check any baggage, and I must be prepared to carry my own bags, because although the two men would help me when they were around, I couldn’t count on flying with them one-hundred percent of the time. It was something to be considered, but I didn’t have to think long.


    So that put me at Buck’s side for hours upon hours, and we never ran out of things to talk about. I would never have guessed we’d have so much in common, but apparently Buck had me pegged even before our backstage collision at the Orange Show.


    One afternoon, while we finished our selections from the sundae cart in first-class, with Jack across the aisle, taking an after-lunch nap, “Buck turned to me and said, “Have you ever seen a little newborn thoroughbred filly?”


    It wasn’t unusual for Buck’s questions to come out of nowhere, but I’d learned they were always leading somewhere.


    “Those little fillies come out of their mother knowing they’re special,” he said, “You can see it in the way they walk. They just prance.”


    I nodded, waiting for the point, and he continued, “That’s what you reminded me of the first time I saw you.”


    Thinking back to our run-in, I didn’t see where prancing came into it.


    Buck nodded, “Mm-hm. Before the matinee, Jack and I were backstage, checking out one of the other acts, when a flash of sunlight caught my eye, and there you were, standing in the open stage door, with your sunglasses on and jeans tucked into those gray suede boots. You stopped a minute, looking around, and I watched you come down the hallway, stopping to talk to this person and that, and after a few minutes, I bent my head to Jack and said, “Wonder who that is walking around here like she owns the place.”


    “Ha. I almost knocked you down.”


    “Yeah. I wasn’t surprised, though.”


    “Yes, you were.”


    He shook his head. “Startled. Not surprised. I knew when you walked in the door that we’d meet, and that it would be significant.”


    “I wish you had told me.”


    “I didn’t know what kind of significance.” He lowered his head, looking me in the eyes. “I still don’t.”


    He held my gaze for a few seconds, as if expecting me to prod about what he meant, but I’d gotten used to Buck talking in riddles. Whenever I’d leave one of his comments hanging, he’d shake his head and call out to Jack, “I’m going to get her attention one of these days.”


    Jack would chuckle and say, “I don’t know about this one, my man. She’s got ‘em running around crazy down there in Los Angeles.”


    That back-and-forth had become a running gag, but I wasn’t sure Buck found it all that funny. He’d begun keeping tabs on me, to the point that, if he couldn’t locate me in L.A. he’d call my mother in Alabama. Whether he thought she might actually be privy to my whereabouts, or he simply wanted to get to know her, I hadn’t a clue, but he did seem anxious to meet my family, so the first time we played a gig within driving distance of my hometown, he extended a special invitation to them for our performance at Lake Lanier, Georgia. So, when I came out onstage, there sat Mother and Daddy and my little sister Valerie, along with my grandparents, smiling and waving from the front row. Afterward they came backstage, and soon were talking like old friends with Buck and Jack and the Buckaroos, so that by June, when time came for Buck to tape Hee Haw, he generously offered to fly me into Birmingham for a short visit with them before meeting him in Nashville, and it was no surprise when, one night during my stay, my sister Robin answered her kitchen phone, then craned her head around the door into the living room, and said, “Buck Owens for you.”


    “I’m just checking to make sure you got there all right,” he said. “You’ve had the whole staff at Spence Manor worried, I told them to be expecting your call. They don’t put just anybody through to my room, you know.”


    “Here I am, safe and sound,” I said.


    He sighed. “Well I’m glad you’re finally letting me know. I’ve got something to tell you.”


    I pulled out a chair at the dinette table and sat down. “You sound awfully serious.”


    “No, nothing serious, I just wanted to tell you that when I got to the hotel, they brought me a message from Jana Jae.” He paused, and when I didn’t respond, he said, “My old fiddle player I got married to one time, remember her?” He waited a beat, “Anyway, the message was, let’s have dinner tonight; no strings, call me, and a phone number. So, I lay down on the sofa and there was nothing on TV and I tried to call you, but nobody answered at your sister’s house, so I started thinking maybe I should have dinner with Jana. It might be good to make sure there was nothing left of that old feeling. So, I met her for dinner, and what a relief. Anything I ever felt for her is gone completely. I mean nothing left. Nothing.” Again, he paused for my lack of response before saying, “I just thought you might like to know.”


    Hanging up the phone, I walked back into the living room. “Why would I ‘like to know’ that he had dinner with one of his several ex-wives?”


    Robin laughed. “I would think that’s something you wouldn’t like to know.”


    


    In the limo on the way from the Nashville airport to the hotel, I gazed at the passing landscape, thinking of my first trip to Nashville many years before, and wondering if I’d see anything that I remembered from back then. I had only been six-years-old when a Birmingham record producer named Kenneth Shackleford brought me to the Disc Jockey Convention, as his newest artist. The Christmas song I had recorded wasn’t country, but I was signed with Briar Records, whose roster included country artists like Hoyt Axton and Mother Maybelle Carter. Thinking about it now, it struck me as odd that with Birmingham only a three-hour drive from Nashville, I’d had to travel all the way across the country to California, to get back to Tennessee. I kept my eye peeled for anything that looked familiar, but nothing did, and soon the driver was pulling beneath the portico of a contemporary structure that looked more like a luxury apartment building than a hotel.


    The Spence Manor was designed to cater to the music industry, which meant it was in a prime spot on Music Row and boasted personal butler, valet, chauffeur and chef service, but did not house a restaurant or bar. This afforded the ultimate luxury of privacy to the superstars and music moguls who stayed there.


    “If you need anything, just pick up the phone,” Buck told me, as he showed me around my suite. All creamy-white Louis XVI, brocade, gilt and crystal, it was a tasteful version of Las Vegas style that would tempt someone to stretch out on the sofa and eat bonbons all day.


    Buck took a menu from the desk. “Room service suggestions are in here, but they’ll make anything you want. I thought we’d just have dinner here tonight, and watch some TV.” He sprawled on the sofa and picked up the remote. “Hee Haw’s coming on in a few minutes.” He clicked on the TV then muted the sound. “What do want to eat? I’m having chicken-fried steak.”


    “You always have chicken-fried steak,” I laughed, settling into the cushy club chair beside the sofa.


    “Not always, but most of the time,” he said.


    “I make delicious chicken-fried steak and gravy` Can you cook?” I asked.


    “Oh, I guess I could cook if I had to,” he said, “but I don’t.”


    “Don’t have to, or don’t cook?”


    “Both; neither.”


    “Do you eat out all the time?”


    “No.”


    I thought about that for a minute. Buck had taken me to his ranch in Bakersfield, and I had seen no sign of servants. I also saw no signs of a female occupant. “Do you have somebody who cooks for you?”


    “Yeah.”


    “A chef?”


    “Not a chef, but she’s a pretty good cook.”


    “What’s her name?”


    “Jennifer.”
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      Buck’s Injun Hat, Buck Owens Fan Club breakfast (1980).
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      Victoria dressed for Club Barrington Cabaret Show, with her poodle Caniche “Neesh” (1980). Photo courtesy of Michael Ballard
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      Victoria in Furs (1980s). Photos courtesy of Harry Langdon and Toris Von Wolf
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      Pageant ’80! Front left to right: Sher Patrick, Day Lipford; Back left to right: Mary Bocchicchio, Phyllis Kelly, Diana Goodman, Melody Griffin (1980).
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      Hee Haw Cast “Saalute” (1982).
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