
[image: cover]


Contents

About the Book

Title Page

Dedication

Preface

Prologue: A Very Good Year

ONE: The House I Live In

TWO: New York, New York

THREE: Luck Be a Lady

FOUR: All or Nothing at All

FIVE: Fly Me to the Moon

SIX: Angel Eyes

SEVEN: Where the Air Is Rarefied

EIGHT: The Tender Trap

NINE: Love and Marriage

TEN: You Make Me Feel So Young

ELEVEN: Come Rain or Come Shine

TWELVE: I Get a Kick Out of You

THIRTEEN: What Now My Love

FOURTEEN: Body and Soul

FIFTEEN: That’s Life

SIXTEEN: Stormy Weather

SEVENTEEN: You Will Be My Music

EIGHTEEN: Put Your Dreams Away

Epilogue: The Best Is Yet to Come

Index

Copyright


About the Book

Thirty years after she first heard his voice singing to her from a jukebox at her local drive-in, Barbara began her love affair with Frank Sinatra. After a tempestuous courtship, she finally heard him say the wedding vows that began his fourth, final, and most enduring marriage; one that would last more than two decades until the end of his life. Generous and jealous, witty and wicked, Frank comes alive in this poignant inside story of the highs and lows of marriage to one of the world's most famous men. In this, her first public love letter to the husband she adored, his wife celebrates the sensational singer, sexy heartthrob, possessive mate, and loyal friend that was Frank Sinatra.

This book will let his legions of fans see another side of “Ol’ Blue Eyes.” Though Frank Sinatra’s children have written memoirs about their father, this is the first time his wife of twenty-two years is sharing intimate details of life with the man and the legend.
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Dedicated to the next generation,
 and especially my granddaughter,
 Carina Blakeley Marx


Preface

I have always been a private person, so the idea of writing a book about my life with Frank didn’t come naturally to me. My husband was also extremely private and never wrote his memoirs, although he did consider it for a while. I think if he had, though, his reminiscences would have been much more about the music than about the life.

The decision to sit down with the writer Wendy Holden and bear witness came about because several of those closest to me persuaded me that I had a unique perspective on what it was like to live with Frank Sinatra, a man who still commands worldwide fascination years after his death. Who else but his widow could speak of him so honestly, writing an open love letter to her husband while revealing him as a fully rounded individual, brilliantly talented yet utterly human, warts and all? What really clinched the idea of a book for me, though, was the fact that Frank spent so much of his time trying to “set the record straight.” He was a prolific writer of letters to editors and publishers, in which he railed against the numerous lies, innuendos, and misrepresentations about him printed in articles and books across the globe. These mistruths tend to take on a life of their own, being repeated and embellished over the years until people believe them to be true.

With Wendy’s gentle coaxing, I have drawn on my memories spanning eight decades to chronicle not only my twenty-six years with Frank but the journey my life took me on before I was even by his side. It has been quite an adventure, and when I look back on it now, I sometimes cannot believe that I managed to fit all this in during just one lifetime. In sharing my memories with those who still remember and revere Frank Sinatra, I hope that I have been able to present a different view, one that is written from the heart. This book is for Frank, the love of my life, and I am confident that he would fully support me in this. Most of all, I want everyone to know what a truly wonderful man he was and how, by becoming his bride, I ended up being the luckiest woman in the world.


PROLOGUE
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With my wonderful husband.

COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR

A Very Good Year



 

The year I married Frank Sinatra was a very good year. It was 1976, but it had taken us five years of flirting and courting to finally say “I do.” It probably took another year before I grew accustomed to the idea that I now carried his iconic name. At first, I’d almost whisper when booking a restaurant reservation or beauty parlor appointment. Even to say “Mrs. Sinatra” out loud felt like bragging.

For a long time I had to pinch myself almost daily to believe that I, Barbara Ann Blakeley, the gangly kid in pigtails from the whistle-stop of Bosworth, Missouri, had somehow become the wife of Francis Albert Sinatra. Could I really be married to the singer whose voice I’d first heard at a drive-in when I was fifteen years old? “I’ll walk alone because to tell you the truth I’ll be lonely. I don’t mind being lonely when my heart tells me you are lonely too,” he sang with such sincerity at the height of the Second World War. Even though he didn’t make me swoon like some of the “bobby-soxers” at his concerts, the tenderness in his voice still melted my tomboy heart.

Our love affair began almost thirty years later, long before we took the wedding-day vows that were to last for more than two decades. By then I was married to Zeppo Marx, the youngest of the famous comedy brothers. Our next-door neighbor Frank Sinatra had recently divorced for the third time and was dating some of the world’s most desirable women. I’d met his second wife, Ava Gardner, and Mia Farrow, his third. I’d seen Marilyn Monroe when she stayed with him not long before she died, and would meet Lauren Bacall, Kim Novak, Juliet Prowse, and Judy Garland, all of whom he’d stepped out with.

Not that I was a complete naïf. As a young model and the wife of a gambler named Bob Oliver, I’d been wooed by John F. Kennedy. As a Las Vegas showgirl, I’d resisted Frank’s advances, and I’d lived with a television host named Joe Graydon. I’d been chased by some of the world’s most drop-dead, knockout movie stars, none of whom had anything on Frank. He had a sexual energy all his own. Even Elvis Presley, whom I’d met in Vegas, never had it quite like that.

A big part of Frank’s thrill was the sense of danger he exuded, an underlying, ever-present tension only those closest to him knew could be defused with humor. One of the greatest things about Frank was that he loved to laugh. He not only surrounded himself with comedians like Don Rickles, Tom Dreesen, Joey Bishop, and Dean Martin (the most natural comic of them all) but took great delight in devising elaborate practical jokes. Even his fieriest Italian tantrum could be extinguished with a witty one-liner.

On one of my earliest visits to Villa Maggio, his sprawling mountain home at Pinyon Crest high above Palm Springs, California, which he’d bought against the fierce summer months, I joined in a late-night game of charades. I was on the opposing team to his, which included his drinking buddies the comedian Pat Henry, the golf pro Kenny Venturi, the songwriter Jimmy Van Heusen, and Leo Durocher, the baseball manager. Having placed a large brass clock on my lap, I called time before Frank’s team guessed his charade—the government health warning on a pack of cigarettes.

“Three minutes are up,” I cried gleefully. “You didn’t get it!”

They began to howl their protests, but the look on Frank’s face as he rose to his feet silenced them all. “Who made you timekeeper anyway?” he barked, his eyes like blue laser beams.

“Why, you did!” I replied.

Frank snatched the clock from my lap and gripped it tightly in his hands. For a moment I thought he might hit me with it. Refusing to be intimidated, I stared him out until he turned and hurled the clock against the door, shattering it into a hundred pieces. Springs, coils, and shards of glass flew across the room. The clock face lay upturned on the floor, its hands forever fixed at a few minutes after 4:00 A.M.

It was Pat Henry who broke the ensuing hush. The comic who opened Frank’s shows said, “I know what that charade is, Francis.”

“What?” Frank spun round and scowled.

“It was ‘As Time Goes By.’”

When Frank’s face cracked into a broad grin, so did the rest of ours, none more gratefully than mine. The moment of danger had passed.

What I saw that night was a glimpse of the complex inner character of the man known as the Entertainer of the Century. This was someone who had a God-given talent, The Voice. He’d clawed his way up from a tough childhood in Hoboken, New Jersey, with an even tougher mother, Dolly, who’d alternately smacked him and pressed him to her bosom. He’d fought on the streets. He’d experienced the highs, lows, and then highs again of a performer’s life. He’d had his heart broken. By the time he turned his attentions to me, he was a fifty-five-year-old living legend who’d grown accustomed to getting his own way. He had money, power, and friends, all of which helped occupy his restless mind. The one thing he didn’t have, though, was love.

Having been nothing but courteous for months, Frank first came looking for it my way at a gin rummy party he hosted at his house across the fairway from ours in Palm Springs, California. My husband, Zeppo, sat a few feet away, oblivious to the drama that was about to unfold. Our twelve-year marriage had long been dead. Twenty-six years older than me, Zeppo had been successful in vaudeville and manufacturing, but once he retired he preferred a routine of golf or sailing followed by early nights. Unable to relinquish the swinging lifestyle of his fraternal youth, he also dated other women. The Marx name and financial security he’d offered me and my son, Bobby, were all that was left of our once promising romance. I was bored and lonely by the time Mr. Sinatra aimed those eyes in my direction. The spark he ignited inside jerked me from my slumbers.

Frank had been watching me all night as if he was seeing me for the first time. Sitting close, he called me “Barbara, baby” in that killer voice and flashed me a lopsided smile. He asked if anyone wanted “more gasoline” and offered to fix me a fresh martini. Taking my arm, he led me to the den. It was my turn to watch as he swirled vodka around a glass, reached for an olive and then some ice. A cigarette balanced on his bottom lip, a curl of blue smoke rising. He handed me my drink with a Salute! and then added softly, “Come sit with me awhile.”

Thrown off guard by his sudden change of tack, I found myself directly in the path of that extraordinary force of nature. There was nowhere to run. Once he turned on the charm, my defenses rolled away like tumbleweed. Inhaling his heady scent of lavender water, Camel cigarettes, and Jack Daniel’s, I could do nothing but savor the moment of intoxication, oblivious to the consequences.

As we settled onto a couch, our eyes met, and then he pulled me into his arms and kissed me. I knew with that first kiss that I was about to become another Sinatra conquest, and the thought snatched away what little breath he’d left me. Nothing more would happen that night. Not for weeks, months even. That was the way Frank liked to play his game. He’d set me spinning in his orbit, and it was only a matter of time before gravity would draw me inexorably toward him. Whatever was to follow from the discreet seduction he’d begun—and I didn’t dream then that it would amount to anything more than a fling—I awaited his next move with eager anticipation.

Such was the power of the Sinatra magnetism that I didn’t really have a choice.


ONE
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Me on the left, aged nine, with my sister, Pat, and my cousins, Shirley Jones and Don Kelly.

COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR

The House I Live In



 

The lifetime members of the Spit ’N’ Argue Club settled into wooden chairs around the potbellied stove in my grandfather’s general store. For the next few hours they’d chew tobacco, sip coffee from enamel mugs, and complain about the price of corn.

With their smell of tobacco and dried sweat, these were men I’d known all of my nine years, hardworking farmers from Carroll County, Missouri. Skipping into the store, my brown hair in braids, I headed for the long wooden counter and reached into a glass jar full of candy. Gummy beans were my favorites, so I grabbed a handful. Grandfather Hillis, known to me as Pa, stood with an apron tied around his girth in front of floor-to-ceiling wooden shelves. As I posted the first candy between my lips, he gave me a conspiratorial wink.

“Hey, HH,” one of the men called out. “You oughta use some liver tonic on that kid. She’s way too skinny.” Skinny was a word I’d heard my whole life, along with bony and tall. Like my father, I towered over my friends.

“I beg your pardon!” Pa replied. “My granddaughter’s not skinny—she’s streamlined.”

My father, Willis, whose first name was really Charles, looked up from his butcher’s counter and gave me a shy smile, as did my uncle Bruce, who was in a corner stacking sacks of feed. The two brothers helped run the family business, Blakeley’s General Store, on Main Street, Bosworth, the only one of its kind for hundreds of “Missour-a” miles. The place that had first served the wagon trains of the pioneers sold just about everything a person might need, from sausages to nails. Homesteaders came by horse and cart to trade corn and beans for luxury goods such as coffee or shoes. For some reason, my father always insisted I wear stiff new high-tops laced tight to keep my ankles “thin as a racehorse’s.” It worked.

In the basement, down treacherous stairs that were eventually to kill her, my grandmother Ma did the laundry and sold feed in between loading the furnace with coal. As the Depression deepened, she and Pa had no choice but to extend credit to their customers. Each night after dinner, my barrel-shaped Pa would tally up the day’s IOUs, clicking through them with a long, curved fingernail he kept especially for the task. Click-click it went, as I stared in fascination. After an hour or so, he’d fall asleep in his chair. Painting my mouth with Mother’s reddest lipstick, I’d plant a big kiss in the middle of his bald spot, knowing that the Spit ’N’ Argue Club would give him hell for it the following day.

Blakeley’s General Store was the sanctuary to which I’d run three blocks almost every day after school with our bulldog, Brownie. It shielded me from my little sister, Patricia (who wanted to do everything I did), and chores such as collecting eggs, churning butter, picking fruit, or plucking chickens freshly beheaded by my ma. Within the store’s aromatic walls I could pick up free candy and an easy compliment. “Someday you’re gonna break boys’ hearts,” Pa would tell me, allowing me to hug and kiss him in a way I never could my folks.

Having had my fill of gummy beans, I wandered out onto the wide front porch that fall afternoon in 1936 and drew my cardigan around me. A farmer rode up the gravel street, jumped off his horse, and tied its reins to the rail. Reaching out, I stroked the animal’s nose and pulled an apple from my pocket. Taking a bite, I offered it the rest on the flat of my palm.

“Hey, Barbara,” the man said, tipping his hat. “Could be a cyclone coming. Best git home.”

I gazed in dismay at the leaden sky and hoped he was wrong. I hated going to the storm cellar dug out of the dirt under our house. My mother would lift the trapdoor, push us down the wooden steps, and follow with an oil lamp. We’d huddle together in the clammy space stacked with preserved goods—wax-sealed jars of pickles and fruit, most of which I’d helped peel, pulp, and prepare. There were also bottles of sweet cider and some kind of Irish whiskey. Once a year my grandfather would disappear down the steps, shut the trapdoor behind him, and get loaded. We’d hear him hollering and singing Celtic songs and knew to keep away.

My mother hated the storm cellar too. I think it was one of the many things she disliked about what she called her “dull life.” Born Irene Toppass, she was a great beauty with Rochelle Hudson looks who hungered for more than Bosworth could offer. Our town of five hundred souls was so small that only Main Street had a name and there were no numbers on any of the houses. It had a barber’s shop, school, post office, drugstore, and doctor’s office. A railway line split Bosworth in two, but the trains generally sped through to someplace more interesting and few in town ventured beyond the boundary sign. My grandfather owned a Model T Ford, one of the only vehicles, but he walked to work each day, leaving it to gather dust in the garage.

My mother rebelled against the dullness of her daily existence any way she could. Twelve years younger than my father, she was one of the few women in town who wore makeup and the only one who smoked cigarettes. A couple of times a month she’d dress up nice and drag my father to the Gem Movie Theater. Transfixed, she’d stare up at movies such as San Francisco with Clark Gable and Jeanette MacDonald, or Movietone newsreels about the reelection of Roosevelt, or the execution of the Lindbergh baby kidnapper, or the death of King George V of England. What Mother most enjoyed, though, were musicals, such as The Great Ziegfeld or anything featuring Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire. The glamour of Hollywood was her only diversion from housework, sewing bees, bridge parties, and church socials.

Devoted to her younger sisters, Mary and Fontaine, who’d lived with their servicemen husbands, Kelly and Bill, in Texas and Florida before settling in Wichita, Kansas, my mother was determined to join them. “Wil-lis,” she’d complain to my father. “We’ve got to get out of this place. There are better opportunities for us elsewhere.” Whenever my parents had one of their fights about it (or rather whenever Mother railed at my father), I’d jump on Pansy, my pony, and take a long bareback ride until the marital storm had passed. Once, during yet another heat wave that seemed to make my mother especially fractious (even though we’d all slept out under the trees), my sister and I escaped together. After trotting around the meadows behind our house, we rode Pansy right through the front door of the Metropole Ice Cream Parlor to order a soda, inadvertently creating the scandal of Bosworth.

My father was a pale man of few words. In all the years they were married, I never saw my parents kiss or cuddle. I sometimes wondered why he stayed with her—except that I think he must have loved her very much. In any event, nobody divorced in our town or family, and the stigma would have been too much. Amazing as it seemed to me, Father had left Bosworth once. During the First World War, he’d traveled to France and other European cities my mother could only dream of. When he returned home, he pulled on his butcher’s apron and never spoke about what he’d seen or done. It wasn’t until after he died that I was shocked to find a poem he’d written about Parisian women with their “bright red lips.”

Whenever my mother sat poring over her Harper’s Bazaar magazine, which came in the mail from New York, or listened to music that made her long for city life, my father would stare bleakly out of the window. Sometimes he’d bury his head in the family Bible and mouth a silent prayer. I’m sure she thought him weak and cold, and it’s true that he was never demonstrative or playful, but I think his quiet strength lay in staying with her for over sixty years.

To be fair, neither of my parents had an easy upbringing. Both from families of five or six children, they’d survived the Depression and then a war. We weren’t poor like the families scratching a living in the Dust Bowl, but we were broke. The only Sears, Roebuck catalogs we saw were old ones torn into strips for the outhouse. Our dolls and toys were made from offcuts of wood. Our clothes were run up on my grandmother’s Singer and patched as they wore out. For some reason my mother dressed Patricia and me as twins and insisted we do everything together—guaranteeing us a lifelong aversion to each other.

Living as we did on the fresh produce and livestock we grew or raised in our own backyard, I never felt I had gone without. It was only later that I realized the sacrifices my parents made. “We’re not hungry. You two finish this up,” they’d say as they divided their leftovers between us. Ours was a strong Methodist community, so my parents said grace at every meal and attended church weekly. If Pat and I skipped Sunday school, Pa would chase us around the yard with a dose of castor oil. We received the same punishment or a mouthful of carbolic soap if we were caught smoking homemade cigarettes rolled from Pa’s dried tobacco leaves in the smokehouse—especially when we accidentally set it on fire.

Although my strong-willed mother and I often clashed, she instilled in me from an early age the conviction that, if I wanted any sort of life, I had to get out of Bosworth. I’d watch her reflection in the mirror as she was applying her lipstick and fixing her hair each morning and wonder if I’d ever be as beautiful or as fearless. I could tell from her faraway expression that she fantasized what her life would have been like if she’d been born someplace less dull. As for me, I didn’t know any different; Bosworth was all I’d ever known. I’d heard talk of how much more exciting things were beyond its windy plains; I’d gaped at the stylish kiss-curls and clothes of my Kansas City cousins when they came to stay. I’d inherited my mother’s curiosity about the world, but at nine years old I was happy to live skipping distance from the general store and dip freely into the gummy beans. Little did I know what a candy jar my life was to become.

BY THE TIME I was ten years old, my mother had finally worn my father down. There were no more one-sided arguments or uncomfortable silences; we were off to start a new life in Wichita. Despite how he must have felt, Willis Blakeley went quietly.

With the help of her sisters, Mother rented us a house near the Little Arkansas River and enrolled me in the nearest school. That summer of 1937, I was plucked from a tiny, red-painted, six-room primary school and dropped into an enormous inner-city school where most regarded me with disdain. A stranger to cashmere in my homemade clothes, I was the tall, skinny country girl with the “twang.” It had never occurred to me before that I had an accent.

Almost overnight I went from cheerful and headstrong to quiet and shy. Taller than everyone else, I developed a peculiar way of standing by bending my knees and hunching my shoulders that can’t have endeared me to anyone. When a gang of girls knocked my books out of my hand one day in the playground, the only black boy in the school helped me pick them up. I’d never seen a black person before, but he was kind and thoughtful and I always made a point of speaking to him after that, even when the friends I made later warned me not to.

While I was trying hard to fit in, my mother found her niche immediately as the manager of two budget dress stores known as the Dixie Shops. My father, however, was like a catfish out of the water. He found a job selling shoes, but it lasted only a week, and after that he remained home alone, lost in his memories of Bosworth. He missed the country, his family and friends, and until the day he died he hoped Mother would agree to move back there. Years later, my mother discovered a secret stash of money he’d saved for the journey “home” just in case she ever changed her mind. She never did, of course, and he returned only for the occasional vacation and family funerals. Pa Hillis went first; then Ma fell down the basement stairs and broke her hip, dying soon afterward. My father came back to Wichita with the sad realization that there was nothing left for him in Bosworth anymore.

When my aunts Mary and Fontaine got caught up in the craze for the evangelist Billy Graham, my mother followed suit. As a “born-again” fundamentalist, she taught Bible classes and evangelized with a fervor that puzzled me. Having already been baptized as a baby, I was publicly immersed, shoulder-deep, in a huge tub. Every Sunday I was urged to go up to the preacher when the Spirit moved me to proclaim that I’d “seen the light,” accepting Jesus as my “Savior.” Out of sheer stubbornness, I never did.

My father, who eventually found a job he liked as a butcher in a Safeway store, played ostrich when my mother imposed tight new regulations on us. There was to be no dancing, no movies, no makeup, no jewelry, and definitely no boys. Strict curfews were set. Needless to say, by the time I was fifteen, my life seemed hopelessly drab. I’d had more fun in Bosworth. This wasn’t the freedom Mother had promised when we left Missouri. She and I had terrible fights, which usually ended in us not speaking to each other for days. Feeling increasingly trapped, I knew that I had to escape—just as she had taught me.

Out in the world, war was raging. Pearl Harbor had been bombed, and President Roosevelt sent troops to Europe. People were living each day as if it might be their last. Movies and big band music had never been more popular. Prohibition was over (although Kansas remained a dry state), and nightclubs and dance halls were packed. The newspapers tempered tales of faraway conflict with stories from Hollywood, such as the premiere of the movie Casablanca, the death of Clark Gable’s wife Carole Lombard in a plane crash, or the latest in the on-off marriage of the singing sensation Frank Sinatra.

Determined to follow the latest fashions despite the fact that I was skinny, tall, and plain, I lost my twang, acquired a cashmere “hubba-bubba” sweater, and donned a poodle skirt. I persuaded my aunts, who were both hairdressers, to dye my hair “Rita Red.” With my new Miss Hayworth look, I sneaked to the drive-in after school with my friends Claudine Ramsay and Winnie Markley; a jukebox in the corner of the soda parlor played the latest tunes. We’d drink Coke and watch others dance. In the privacy of my bedroom, I’d learned how to jitterbug, but it was ages before I’d dare try it in public.

It was sitting in the local drive-in as a bored fifteen-year-old that I first heard the singer everyone was talking about. Sinatra-mania had gripped the country, and I’d seen Sinatra’s photograph in countless teen and movie magazines. The number I first heard him sing was a romantic ballad called “I’ll Walk Alone,” and I shivered to the toes of my bobby sox. He sang so effortlessly it seemed. Oh, how we sighed. Bing Crosby may have been the most popular vocalist of the day, but Frank was younger and far more handsome, with his sharp cheekbones and megawatt smile. Unlike Bing, he had a full head of hair with a lick that fell down endearingly over his face.

So what if some of the gossip columnists made out he was a rogue and a womanizer? That skinny kid with the big ears, who wasn’t the tallest or most handsome of men, had every woman in Hollywood after him; of course it was going to turn his head. All I knew was that there was a real yearning and romanticism to his voice that touched me deeply. From that day on, I was hooked.

THE ADVERTISEMENT IN the Wichita Eagle caught my eye. “Pretty Models Wanted. No Experience Necessary.” Taking a pair of scissors, I snipped it out and folded it into my purse. Ever since I’d pored over my mother’s Harper’s Bazaar magazines, I’d been struck by the fact that most models were tall like me. I wasn’t sure that I qualified as pretty, but I did have good skin with my pale complexion and fine mousy-brown hair. Maybe modeling was my chance for escape? I decided to go along and find out.

The auditions were at the Leyton Hotel on Union Street, opposite the Emporium Department Store, where I’d been taken on as a salesgirl at the blouse counter. Deciding not to tell anyone, I dressed with special care and took the bus downtown, arriving an hour before my shift. The manager of my store was on the same bus, but he didn’t spot me, so not wanting to draw attention to myself, I shrank into my seat. Directed to a third-floor suite at the hotel, I was greeted by two men who—I quickly realized—were interested in more than my modeling capabilities. “Lift your skirt, honey,” one told me with a smirk. “Let’s see your legs.”

Reddening and clutching my purse to my chest, I flinched when the other draped his arm around my shoulders and said, “We just want to get to know you a little, that’s all.” Running from the room, I smeared off the Jungle Red lipstick I’d applied and hurried across the street to work. An hour later, I was summoned to my manager’s office.

“Miss Blakeley,” he said frostily. “I was in the lobby of the Leyton Hotel this morning and saw you get off the elevator at a very early hour. We can’t have that kind of carry-on here!” Mortified when he didn’t believe my story—even when I assured him we’d been on the same bus—I quit.

World War II was coming to an end, but it didn’t seem to affect us much apart from drills at school and the fact that my uncles, Kelly and Bill, had been stationed abroad with the U.S. Air Force. As my eighteenth birthday approached, I began to defy my mother’s curfews more blatantly. Claudine’s brother-in-law owned a roadhouse called Swingland, where recruits from the Hutchinson army base would go to drink their own hooch. I’d sneak out of my bedroom window at night and run across the alley to wait for Claudine to pick me up in her car. After a fun night at Swingland, where I finally got to try out my jitterbug, I’d creep back home without my parents ever knowing.

I started to date the local basketball hero, but my mother had forbidden me from seeing him, so when she caught me talking to him on the telephone one night we had a huge fight. Furious, I packed my bags and went to Claudine, whose parents took me in. My teen rebellion didn’t last. Living with them was fun at first, but it wasn’t home. I began to miss my folks, even their dull routines. I’d wanted to be free, but now that I’d had a taste of freedom, I wasn’t sure the streamlined kid from Bosworth was quite ready.

My dilemma was solved when my uncles came home from abroad and were stationed in Long Beach, California. In an exact replay of our final days in Missouri, Mother was determined to follow her sisters. In the end, she simply announced, “We’re going.” Thrilled by the prospect of a more exciting life on the West Coast, I jumped at the chance too. My father and sister would stay on in Wichita until she graduated from high school, and then they’d join us. My boyfriend was forgotten as Mother and I flew the fourteen hundred miles to the Golden State. Staring out at the unfamiliar landscape far below, I was giddy with expectation. When we reached Long Beach and I saw the Pacific Ocean for the first time, my knees almost gave way beneath me. I’d never seen that much water in my life. I sat on a bench and stared at it for hours. The ocean still fascinates me in the same way.

We moved into my aunt Mary’s house in the suburb of Lakewood, and my mother secured herself a position in an elegant fashion store called Lerner’s. I wasted little time too and applied to the Robert Edward School of Professional Modeling—reputed to be the biggest and best in Long Beach. Although I was starting to develop some curves by the time I walked through the door in my best dress, white gloves, and straw hat, I was as nervous as a bride. “You’re perfect!” cried a chubby, pink-faced man at the reception desk. “Come on in.” His name was Mr. Finney, and he would become my champion. His business partner was Mary Kaye, who was mean—meaner still if she’d had a few drinks—but she taught me so much.

In a room lined with mirrors, I learned how to show off my full five-foot-eight-inch height. “Stand up! Don’t slouch!” Miss Kaye would bark. “The world is a stage, we are all stars, and we must shine!” She and Mr. Finney taught me to walk like a model by imagining a glass of water balanced on each shoulder. I learned how to enter a room “rubber-limbed and straight-backed.” In lessons twice a week for three months, they showed me how to sit, apply makeup, walk down stairs, and model clothes. I’d always thought of myself as skinny at 112 pounds but was instructed to lose 2 pounds, a message that was so drummed into me I’ve wanted to lose 2 pounds ever since. Having never tasted seafood before I moved to California, I was happy to live on a diet of shellfish. Once my silhouette was acceptable, Mr. Finney displayed an enormous photograph of me in the school’s window under the banner Model of the Month, which led to some modeling jobs in a few local stores. Eager for the experience, I worked without pay, showing anything from fur coats to lawn mowers.

At one shop, called the Parisian, the owner’s wife was an enormous and unattractive woman who wore thick glasses. She’d choose a dress and ask me to try it on. “Here, put on my glasses so I can see what I’d look like in it,” she’d say, handing them to me and squinting at my reflection in a mirror at the back of the store. Even though I was her exact opposite in shape and height, and my dress was several sizes smaller than the one she’d need, seeing me in it somehow always persuaded her to take it. I learned a valuable lesson about the power of a model.

Sashaying around in fancy clothes, I knew that modeling was what I’d been put on this earth to do. After all, everything else I’d tried—playing the piano, tap dancing, cooking, or taking exams—had achieved less-than-impressive results. But when Mr. Finney entered me in the Miss Long Beach beauty pageant and I only made it into the top three, I began to fear that modeling wasn’t for me after all. Undaunted, Mr. Finney persuaded me to enter the Belmont Shore Fiesta. Despite the fact that I was wearing a beautiful white strapless Calponi swimsuit, I was convinced that a curvaceous blonde with a sunshine smile named Betty Harris would win. To my great surprise, I was the one presented with the rhinestone crown, bouquet of roses, and set of Samsonite luggage. Photographers rushed forward to get their shots. This was my first-ever moment in the media spotlight, and it had a surreal quality that made me feel as if I was watching myself from afar.

As the 1948 Queen of Belmont Shore, I wandered around the resort in my swimsuit and tiara for a week. By the second or third day, while I was waving at the crowd from the top of a fire engine, I noticed a tall, good-looking young man with wavy chestnut hair driving one of the cars in our parade. “Look, there’s that guy again,” I called to Betty, who’d been crowned my princess. “I think he’s after you.” I was wrong.

His name was Robert “Bob” Harrison Oliver, and he was a twenty-year-old summer student at Long Beach College. A part-time singer and bartender at his parents’ restaurant, the Rose Room on Anaheim Street, he told me he’d wanted to meet me ever since he’d seen my photo in the paper. He seemed nice enough, so when he asked me out for dinner at the most romantic setting in town, a smart supper club on top of Signal Hill, I accepted. Over steaks, Bob told me he came from a large Italian family on his mother’s side called the Spanos. He loved to gamble and flew the family plane to Vegas on weekends to play blackjack, but his real passion was to sing. “People say I sound a bit like Frank Sinatra,” he told me. “We have the same kinda voice.”

“I love Sinatra!” I told him. “I have all his 78s, and I never miss the Lucky Strike Hit Parade on Saturday nights.”

Bob nodded. “A jazz pianist friend of mine named Nat King Cole was on that recently. Have you heard of him?” I loved the King Cole Trio and thought how much more interesting Bob’s life was than mine, but as he lit my cigarette I noticed that his hand was trembling. Just as I was about to exhale, he dropped to one knee. “Barbara, I adore you,” he declared suddenly, taking my hand in his. “Will you marry me?” As everyone stared at us, I laughed smoke in his face. Crestfallen, he said, “You don’t have to give me an answer tonight. I’ll wait. But I must have you. I’m so in love.” Then he sat back down to finish his meal.

The next day, one of the judges of the Belmont Shore Fiesta approached me after another of my parades. His name was Les Pace, and he was the head of casting at Twentieth Century-Fox. “My wife, Helen, and I think you have a wonderful look. We’d like you to come in for a screen test.” My week couldn’t get any more surprising. Being invited for a screen test was like winning the lottery, but I decided not to tell anyone in case I jinxed it. I claimed the script, a three-minute segment from the movie Gilda starring Rita Hayworth, was a contract for the fiesta. Reading through the scene over and over in my bedroom, I was sorely unprepared.

“Who are you talking to in there?” Mother would ask through my locked door.

“It’s the radio,” I’d lie.

At six o’clock on the morning of the screen test, I arrived at the Fox lot and spent two hours in makeup before being zipped into a beautiful white satin gown. Then I was led to the set and introduced to my leading man as the crew stood waiting. The clapboard clapped, the director yelled, “Action!” and my costar held me in his arms. “I want to go with you, Gilda,” he said. “Please take me. I know I did everything wrong.”

My mind froze. The first line my character had to say was “Johnny, isn’t it wonderful?” All I could stammer was “J-Johnny, I …” Unable to remember the rest of my line, I gulped, stared at the director helplessly, and looked to my lead for inspiration. Not only had my memory blanked but my throat felt cut.

The director told the cameras to keep rolling and tried to reassure me. “Barbara, sweetheart, you look stunning. You’ll be wonderful in this. Just relax.”

Each time I tried again, little more than a squeak came out, and then I broke into an unstoppable attack of schoolgirl giggles.

“Cut!”

Half-laughing, half-crying, I wanted to run from the stage, but somehow, in an endless series of retakes and hand-holding, we managed to shoot the entire scene. A few days later, I received a call from the studios. “You have no future in pictures,” the voice said with practiced finality. “Don’t even bother taking classes.”

GRATEFUL THAT I’D told no one about my screen test, I accepted with some relief that Hollywood stardom wouldn’t be my future after all. What had I been thinking? I was just a farm girl from Missouri, after all. When Bob Oliver called again, I agreed to go out with him, curious what this loony boy might do next.

By our fifth date he’d calmed down a little and stopped begging me to marry him. Instead, he took me to meet his family, who welcomed me as one of their own. His grandfather Joe, who had a thick Italian accent, reminded me of dear old Pa. Bob’s father, whose nickname was Butter, for Buttermilk, was a remote southerner who drank too much. His mother, Marge, was a tiny terror of a woman who ran the Rose Room single-handedly and seemed to like me.

The family would gather every Sunday for a delicious but quarrelsome dinner. Throughout the meal and poker game afterward, everyone seemed to do or say terrible things to one another and then kiss and make up. I’d never seen anything like it. This volatile Italian family couldn’t have been further removed from my own, and I was beguiled. I wasn’t in love with Bob, but he clearly worshipped me. He had a great sense of humor, and his lifestyle offered adventure beyond anything I’d known. My Belmont Shore crown had been handed back. I was selling clothes at a downtown store and picking up occasional modeling jobs. Life was dull, and my mother had drummed into me that I should never settle for dullness.

When Bob told me he was going to New York to find work as a band singer, I cracked. Manhattan had spelled excitement to me ever since the days when my mother’s Harper’s Bazaar arrived in Bosworth smelling of ink. We married in September 1948 at the Lakewood Community Methodist Church, Long Beach. Twenty-one years old, I wore an ornate white lace and satin gown with a seed-pearl tiara and had two page boys scatter rose petals in my path. My father gave me away. After a reception for two hundred guests at Le Club Moderne, at which Nat King Cole played piano and Bob and Marge sang, we set off on our honeymoon to Rosarito Beach, Mexico. When we got home, Bob drove me to Bosworth in his Ford so that he could meet the rest of my family and then on to LaFayette, Georgia, to introduce me to relatives on his father’s side.

I think I began to worry within a few days of our honeymoon that our relationship might not work—and not just because his mother decided to come on the second leg. She was financing the trip after all. Even though she provided some laughs from the backseat along the way, I began to suspect by Bob’s attitude, drinking and flirting with other women, that my new husband wasn’t all I’d hoped he might be. Knowing that my only alternative would be to return home shamefaced to my parents, I prayed with all my heart that I was wrong.


TWO
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An early modeling shot.
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Bob and I flew to New York in the winter of 1949 with the highest expectations. He was in search of fame and fortune, and I just wanted him to prove to me that I hadn’t picked a dud.

The sights, sounds, and smells of the Big Apple shocked and entranced me. I’d never seen skyscrapers, steam rising from manhole covers, or beggars in the streets. Marge had put us on a tight budget, so we checked into a single room in a hotel somewhere in the West Seventies. I’d dyed my hair platinum blond like Lana Turner’s and saved for a new wardrobe, but my clothes were too flimsy for an East Coast winter and we had to blow some of our precious funds on warmer ones.

After a day or two of taking in the sights, we set to work. Bob spent his days knocking on the doors of musical agents and his nights auditioning in supper clubs, while I embarked on the tedious ritual of “go-sees” at the studios of commercial photographers. Trouble was, my “book” of modeling photographs lacked polish, and with so little experience and clothes that were hardly New York chic, I was obviously a greenhorn. Through a male model friend of Bob’s named Jay, I finally managed to get an audition for a sportswear assignment for Good Housekeeping magazine. Apart from the promise of ten days’ work, the photo shoot was to be onboard a Furness Line ocean liner, one of the “millionaire’s service” ships that plied back and forth between New York and the Caribbean. When the photographer called to tell me I’d gotten the job at three hundred dollars a day, I was over the moon. Not only would I be earning great money and traveling to places I’d only ever seen photographs of, but I’d be working alongside two models named Lily Carlson and Marilyn Ambrose, both of whom were at the top of their game. Waving good-bye to Bob, I boarded the Queen of Bermuda and sailed down the Hudson River bound for Nassau, barely able to believe my good fortune. Almost immediately my insides began to churn.

I’d never been on a ship before and had no idea that I’d be so seasick. For probably 70 percent of that cruise I couldn’t even leave my cabin. Strangely, although I was unable to keep food down for very long, I was also ferociously hungry, with a particular craving for spinach. Lily and Marilyn took pity on me and went to the restaurant to bring me food. Whenever I was not looking quite so green, I’d be up on deck sporting madras shorts, halter tops, and cork wedges with a fixed smile on my face. While I lay recovering in my bunk, the girls gave me the best modeling tips I’d ever learned. New York modeling was very different from that taught by Mary Kaye. The girls told me to relax more and lean into the camera rather than away from it. They showed me how to utilize light to my best advantage and when to pad my clothes to enhance my shape. Needless to say, Lily and Marilyn became lifelong friends.

Our ship stopped at the newly opened Paradise Island, owned by Huntington Hartford, who asked us to pose for some publicity shots. Then we went on to Nassau, where I finally felt well enough to join a party at the Fort Montagu Beach Hotel. Four men were sitting at the next table, and one came over to introduce himself. Pulling up a chair, he sat beside me and turned on the charm. His name was Jack, and he was sailing in the area. He was very attractive with his bleached blond eyebrows and wavy brown hair. Jack was such a big flirt that he told the crew of his yacht to sail on alone because he wanted to travel back to New York with us. I liked his spontaneity, but I still wasn’t interested, even when Lily informed me later that he was a well-known politician. “That’s John F. Kennedy. He’s a member of the House of Representatives for Massachusetts,” she told me. “People say he’ll go far.”

Far or not, Jack acted so rashly in jumping ship that he didn’t give himself time to pack and boarded without a tuxedo for the liner’s first-class restaurant. Obliged to eat alone in his cabin, he’d plead with us to join him, but we never did. Throughout the journey home, he continued to make passes and was always trying to separate me from the others, but it didn’t work. Not only was I seasick but I was practically still a bride. When we docked in New York, Jack introduced me to his two beautiful Weimaraners, which had been brought to meet him. In truth, I liked his dogs more than I liked him. Jack also introduced himself to Bob. “You must be Barbara’s husband,” he said, shaking Bob’s hand. Kissing me on the cheek, Jack gave Bob an enigmatic smile and walked away. It would be more than ten years before I’d see him again.

WHEN MY NAUSEA didn’t stop even after I reached terra firma, I realized I was in trouble. It wasn’t seasickness after all. I didn’t dare tell a soul I was pregnant, especially not Eileen Ford, who’d agreed to take me on at her Ford Modeling Agency after Lily and Marilyn recommended me.

“Fashion photography, not runway, I think,” she said, examining me with the precision of a biologist. “And of course, you’ll need to lose weight.” I could have laughed and cried all at once. Within days, I was offered work with Vogue and Life magazines, although not quite what I’d imagined. In one shoot for Noxzema sun cream, I was plastered in bright red makeup to make me look sunburned. The caption read: “Don’t Fool with Sunburn!” I was so embarrassed by the results, but Bob cut out the advertisement and proudly showed it to everybody in his favorite West Side bar.

As our baby grew inside me, so did my nausea. Work became a disaster because I kept throwing up or passing out. In the end, Eileen Ford peered at me through her enormous spectacles in her brownstone offices on Fifty-fourth Street and informed me that no one else would hire me. She offered me dry congratulations when I finally admitted my condition and bade me a brisk farewell. Bob and I had no choice but to head home. He was so mad at me for getting pregnant and cutting short his freewheeling nightlife, while I was mad at him for flirting with my modeling friends. Not only wasn’t he ready to be a father, but he wanted to stay in New York even though he hadn’t found any work and spent most of what I’d earned on booze and horses.

Back in Long Beach living above the Rose Room, we had no money and quarreled about everything. Bob tended bar downstairs until 2:00 A.M. closing, and I fed myself from the restaurant kitchen. Not that I could cook anyway. His grandmother tried to teach me how to make pasta once, but I told her, “Good luck with that!” I never mastered the art. One day I came up with the idea of starting my own modeling school. Anyone interested in fashion would surely be eager to know what I’d learned about posing and lighting, makeup and trends. If I opened a school and shared my experiences, I could work until the baby was born, and besides, I liked the idea of mentoring younger girls.

So did Bob suddenly, who styled himself general manager and could hardly wait for my pupils to arrive. With a three-thousand-dollar loan from the bank (which Marge guaranteed), I found premises at Seventh and Alameda streets. After fitting it out with floor-to-ceiling mirrors and painting it in peach hues (kinder to the complexion), the Barbara Blakeley School of Modeling and Charm was up and running. On the opening day, girls and their mothers lined up around the block. Some wanted to be models; others hoped to learn etiquette and manners. I also taught elocution by recording students’ speaking voices and playing them back. When I listened to my own voice for the first time, I was horrified. All I could hear was a nasal Missour-a drawl, which made me say things like “Kaaan-sas Ciddy” and “shugg-ah.” Clearly, I had work to do, so for months afterward I stayed late in my office reading Joyce Kilmer’s poem “Trees” aloud until I had buffed my accent into one that sounded acceptable. “I think that I shall never see a poem lovely as a tree. …”

Business flourished, and I soon had ten teenagers in each class, plus some older models who asked me to find them work. I did, and even sent some to Las Vegas for the chorus line. The majority of my pupils seemed to hang on my every word. I wasn’t that much older than they were, and they related to my youthfulness. I think it helped that I dressed and looked the part. I had my hair in a “poodle cut” like Kim Novak’s and always wore the latest styles from my mother’s store.

When Bob wasn’t trying to hit on my students, he continued running the bar, singing, and gambling. If ever he had a pocket full of money, he certainly didn’t give me a dime, and I learned to stash what I earned. One time he slammed into our bedroom in the middle of the night sporting a black eye and demanding the money I’d saved for our baby. He claimed men would kill him if he didn’t pay them what he owed. Sobbing as I handed him the six hundred dollars I’d taped to the underside of a drawer, I felt our baby kicking inside and knew that my marriage was doomed.

ON OCTOBER 10, 1950, after a two-day labor that Bob walked out of because he couldn’t bear my screams, I gave birth to an eight-and-a-half-pound baby boy. We named him Robert Blake Oliver—forever and always my beloved Bobby.

I was very happy with the baby but not with his father, who flew back to New York to pursue a singing career soon afterward. It was a separation, although neither of us used that word. Marge doted on her first grandson to her dying day and was a great help looking after him, but she couldn’t do anything about her errant son. Resigning myself to life as a single parent, I realized that it was up to me to make enough to raise my child. Mother gave up her job to help me, and my sister, Pat, joined me at the school. As soon as one class graduated, another would be ready to start, and we had two classes running at any time.

Then Oscar Meinhardt of Catalina swimwear contacted me. He was setting up a rival to the Miss America pageant called Miss Universe, with entrants from around the world. The first contest would be in Long Beach the following year, and Oscar asked me to be its official beauty consultant. I leapt at the chance. It was hard work but so glamorous and exciting. I loved cajoling dress shops into lending the girls evening gowns, coaxing hairdressers into offering their services in return for a credit, or persuading local citizens to take in nervous young women who barely spoke English. When the contestants embraced the makeup tips I gave them, I came up with the idea of my own cosmetics line. I persuaded Buffums’ department store to stock the new Barbara Blakeley Cosmetics and promoted them via the pageant.

Bob came back broke from New York and we talked about divorce, but I was too preoccupied to pursue it, so we muddled along as before. The first Miss Universe Pageant was held on June 28, 1952, at the Long Beach Municipal Auditorium in front of twenty thousand people. I had a dressmaker copy a gown worn by Lana Turner in A Life of Her Own, a favorite movie of mine about an aspiring model who leaves her small Midwest town to seek her fortune in New York. In that dress, I truly felt like a film star. The actress Piper Laurie, who’d just starred in a movie with Rock Hudson, crowned our winner—a teenager from Finland. Bob had somehow talked his way into becoming an executive to the pageant and an assistant to Oscar Meinhardt. It was, I soon discovered, the perfect excuse for him to flirt with the contestants.

When Bobby celebrated his second birthday a few months later, I knew that his father and I wouldn’t still be married by his third. I was only in my twenties, yet everything seemed to have happened in such a rush since I’d left Bosworth. In the space of a few years, I’d married, been a model, set up my own school, and was a founding member of Miss Universe. There was even a lipstick with my name on it. Now I was heading for a divorce, yet I’d planned hardly any of it. I’d just let things happen, which is what I continued to do my whole life.

The happy by-product of all this was that I was making a name for myself professionally. Bob tried to cash in on it too and set himself up as a promoter, producing a concert starring the singer and television presenter Joe Graydon, most famous for his number one hit “Again.” Like most things Bob attempted, though, the night fell apart. The evening coincided with one of the worst storms in the resort’s history, so Joe and the full orchestra Bob had hired played to an empty house. Not long afterward, Joe invited me to appear on the pilot of a new one-hour afternoon show he was hosting on KABC television in Los Angeles. On what was one of the first talk shows of its kind with music, I showcased my best students under the banner “Barbara Blakeley and Her Cover Girl Models.” The pilot was such a success that it was made into a yearlong series. Television was the future for modeling, and I knew the exposure would be good for my school. I was right. Before long, I was able to open a theater next door in which to host fashion shows. Strangers began to recognize me on the street.

For a while, I thought I might enjoy being successful and famous, but in my heart I knew that had never been my burning ambition. From the day I’d failed my screen test, I’d felt only relief at being one step out of the spotlight. With the dawning realization that I was about to become a single parent working full-time and raising a son, all I really wanted was security. I longed to meet someone who’d take good care of me and Bobby. Would I ever find such a man?

MY AFFAIR WITH Joe Graydon was, I suppose, an accident waiting to happen. After working on his TV show and developing an easy rapport, we soon became lovers. Lonely and sad while Bob was away gambling or womanizing, I fell easily and I fell hard. Joe became the great love of my life—or so I thought.

Romance and humor mean everything to me, and Joe had both in spades. He was kind and thoughtful, all those things I’d been missing in my life. By the time we hooked up, Joe was asking his wife for a divorce. We had a lot of laughs together and would spend weekends with my friend Bobby Lasley and her husband, Jack, a bartender known as Big Jigger Jack, at their place in Corona del Mar. My Bob was still hanging around and, despite his infidelities, insanely jealous. One night I went to see Joe singing at the Circle Club in Long Beach with two of my models. Standing on the stage looking dashing in his tuxedo, my new beau proved what a consummate professional he was, singing Sinatra standards such as “All or Nothing at All.” By the time he performed his signature tune, the audience was his. Singing directly to me from the stage as my girlfriends giggled, he knew I was smitten. “This is that once in a lifetime. This is the thrill divine …” When he strolled toward me in the middle of another song called “(I Like New York in June) How About You?” and changed the words to “Barbara Blakeley’s looks give me a thrill,” I thought it heady stuff.

After the show, we were all enjoying a nightcap in the lounge when Bob stormed through the door. Before I could say anything, he marched to our table and slapped me across the face. “Now wait a minute!” cried Joe, jumping up. Two bouncers rushed over, our table was upturned, and Bob was manhandled to the floor.

“Okay, Bob, that’s enough,” I told him, my cheek burning. “Let’s go home!”

Wriggling free, he bolted for the door.

I drove back to our apartment, but Bob was gone and so was his pilot’s gear. It was four days before I found out what happened to him. Blind with jealousy, he’d flown to Las Vegas in his single-engine plane on a stormy night. Flying through the notorious Cajon Pass in the San Bernardino Mountains, he had to hug the cliffs. The experience must have given him the fright of his life because three days later he rented a car to drive home. After a week of stewing, he sent me a two-line telegram: HAPPY EASTER. MY ATTORNEY WILL CALL YOU.

Deciding to celebrate, I went to the bank to withdraw some money and treat myself to a mink stole, but the modeling school account was empty; Bob had cleared out every cent. Determined not to be thwarted, I persuaded the bank to lend me the cash to buy the stole, which I insisted was necessary for a woman in my position. Amazingly, they agreed. A few days later, I instigated divorce proceedings on the grounds of irreconcilable differences. I was the first Blakeley ever to seek a divorce and probably the first to have an affair with a married man. My parents were horrified. I asked the court for seventy-five dollars a month child support, although I doubted I’d ever get a dime.

The second Miss Universe pageant was a bigger success than the first and was won by a pretty French girl, who went on to have an international acting career. I became friends with the German contestant, Christel Schaack, and moved into her apartment once I’d moved out of Bob’s. When Joe’s TV show relocated to San Diego’s KFMB-TV, he asked me to go with him. I didn’t say yes immediately; this was the fifties, after all. When I told my mother, she couldn’t believe that I’d even consider living in sin, as she put it. I wished she understood that after my dreadful experiences with Bob I needed to get away and follow my heart. Having been uprooted from Bosworth and forced to acclimatize to a life far from all I’d known, I’d married to escape the religious strictures she’d imposed, only to become Bob’s fool. For the first time, I was doing something utterly for myself. Leaving Bobby shared between his doting grandmothers, and the modeling school in the hands of my sister, I packed my suitcase and headed south.

San Diego was a great place to be in the 1950s, especially for a carefree young couple in love. It was buzzing, lively, and fun. When I wasn’t parading models on Joe’s show, I was doing live commercials for everything from dog food to mattresses. We found an oceanfront high-rise in the exclusive La Jolla resort on the edge of the city, with its rugged coastline and small-town atmosphere. Despite being happy with Joe, though, I missed my son dreadfully. Talking to him on the telephone every day wasn’t enough, so I commuted to Long Beach to visit him every weekend in my white Cadillac Fleetwood convertible. I tried to oversee my business, but eventually, the school became too much of a burden and I made a gift of it to my sister and two favorite graduates.

In the fickle world of television, Joe’s show didn’t survive, and he found himself out of work. The world of big bands was dying, and he didn’t know which way to turn. When he was offered a job as a disc jockey for a new radio show in Las Vegas, he had little choice but to accept. My mother and I were barely talking by then, and the more fundamentalist she became in her religious beliefs, the tougher her influence over Bobby. She wouldn’t allow him to watch movies like King Kong or play any games she regarded as wicked. When I told her I was moving to Vegas with Joe, she hit the roof. As Bobby played on roller skates out in the backyard, she began to yell. Having announced that Bobby and I would burn in hell, she slapped me.

“All right, Mother,” I told her, as calmly as I could. “That’s enough.”

I opened the screen door and told Bobby to get into my car. He was still wearing his roller skates and looked confused, so I said, “Leave them on!” I drove him over to Marge’s house and asked if she’d take care of him until I was settled. After that, I announced, I would look after Bobby myself. “It’s time I took more responsibility for my child,” I told her firmly. I could tell she was upset. My decision all but broke my mother’s heart too, but she’d pushed me too far.

It was the summer of 1956 when Joe and I moved into a small furnished apartment at the back of the Sahara
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