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					What we play is life.

					Louis Armstrong

					And I was yet aware that this was only

					a moment, that the world waited outside,

					as hungry as a tiger, and that trouble

					stretched above us, longer than the sky.

					James Baldwin, “Sonny’s Blues”

					Sing the truth!

					Billie Holiday
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			The Last Night at the Flamingo Lounge
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					Billie Holiday photographed by Jay Maisel during the last year of her life.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			May 1959

			She had come so far in her life. From hardscrabble beginnings, she had done whatever she had to do to forge a career that over time had taken her to such heights she was sometimes now referred to as a living legend. Yet there was so much more she wanted to accomplish—albums to record, shows to perform, movies to make. Fighting through the anxiety that often seized her before she went onstage, she glanced around her modest dressing room. She had been in better, to be sure, but she had also been in worse. Rows of empty glasses were lined up on the dressing table where she sat; staring into the mirror, she had just applied the final touches to her makeup. For tonight’s show, she had chosen to wear a turquoise evening dress; nearby stood a rack on which hung additional stage attire. Relaxing in a chair close by was Mal Waldron, a handsomely attired bearded man in his midthirties who had served as her piano accompanist for the past two years. Classically trained since childhood and a graduate of Queens College with a degree in music composition whose song “Soul Eyes” was made popular by John Coltrane, he was influenced in his style by the minimalism of Thelonious Monk. An accomplished chess player, Waldron was such a chain-smoker he always seemed to be holding between two fingers his trademark thin brown cigarette. She had worked with other pianists—Carl Drinkard, Bobby Tucker, Teddy Wilson—but she felt a special connection with Waldron. When he backed her, he knew exactly how to “fill the space” between lyrics without stepping on a line. No singer interpreted a song the way she did, and Waldron complemented her while never interfering with her pacing or, equally as important, her phrasing, which included her tendency to “bend the note,” as she called it. Beyond appreciating his musical acumen, she considered Waldron a friend; they were good together, on and off the stage. She had not enjoyed this kind of symbiosis with a musician since the years she worked with Lester Young, the tenor saxophonist with whom she had shared a profound bond; his death two months ago had left her heartbroken and bereft. Taking a sip from her scotch-and-water, she could hear the voice of Norm Crosby coming from the main room, where he was performing his stand-up comedy set. She could not count the number of warm-up acts she had sat through over the years. Judging from the laughter and applause Crosby was receiving tonight, it sounded like the audience was capacity-sized and lively. For that, she was grateful. She had endured more than her share of half-filled rooms and dead audiences.

			It was May 1959, and Billie Holiday had been performing in nightclubs since the late 1920s, when she broke into the music business by singing in dive bars in Brooklyn and Queens and then in clubs in Harlem like the Hot Cha and Pod’s and Jerry’s. She had appeared in some of the most venerable venues in the world, from La Scala in Milan to the Savoy Ballroom in Chicago to the Hollywood Bowl in Los Angeles. She was the first African-American woman to headline an all-white orchestra. She was the first African-American woman to sing on the stage of the Metropolitan Opera House. But for more than a decade now, because of a past conviction for narcotics possession, she had been unable to convince authorities in New York City to issue her a Cabaret Identification Card, which a performer was required to have to work in a venue that sold liquor. As a result, she could not gain employment in most of the nightlife establishments in the city where she lived. So her manager, Joe Glaser, was forced to book her out of town in clubs like the one in which she was headlining this week—the Flamingo Lounge, on upper Merrimack Street in Lowell, Massachusetts, a midsized city twenty-six miles northwest of Boston that years ago was a vital industrial center but today was mostly known for being the home of Jack Kerouac, a founder of the Beat Generation whose novel On the Road had been published two years ago. A manufacturing hub for decades, Lowell took an economic hit during the Great Depression, when a number of its mills and factories relocated to the South. Billie had played Lowell during that time when she was an “added attraction” with Artie Shaw and His Orchestra at the Commodore Ballroom in April 1938. Now the city fought to remain relevant. Among its vibrant neighborhoods was an entertainment district downtown that was home to clubs like the Flamingo Lounge, which featured a house band that included a trombone player named “Birdcage” and a talented pianist, known only as Madeline, who, according to one regular patron, “always wore a long black cape like she came out of a horror movie.” Despite the house band’s musicality, the club, to quote a local observer, was “[not] exactly El Morocco. It was a small club, and it booked matching talent. Sometimes, though, it was big talent, big talent on the skids.” Whether or not Billie was “on the skids”—she certainly did not think so—she was pleased to have the gig. An audience, after all, was an audience.

			Actually, she should not even have been here, since her doctor warned her she was too sick to appear in nightclubs. For a year or more now, she had been deteriorating physically, mostly because she was suffering from—and not adequately treating—cirrhosis of the liver, the result of years of heavy drinking. She had lost weight, perhaps as much as fifty pounds, a good portion of it in recent months. The disquieting weight loss was affecting her general health, a decline that had been publicly documented. In mid-April, Dorothy Kilgallen announced in her widely read national column “Voice of Broadway”: “Jazz singer Billie Holiday…is suffering from a serious case of cirrhosis of the liver, but is disregarding doctors’ advice and resisting hospitalization.” Another columnist echoed the story in May: “Billie Holiday has been told to give up liquor or else. The doctors say it will be only a matter of time if she starts boozing it up big.”

			In fact, Billie had never stopped drinking, as evidenced by the scotch-and-water she was nursing as she waited to go onstage. Not surprisingly, the drinking continued to affect her health, as recently as this week. For the first two nights of the run, when she tried to make it through one of her seven-song sets, she could finish no more than a song or two before she had to leave the stage. Finally, Jimmy Makris, the club’s managing director, a hard-boiled businessman who nevertheless had an amiable side to him, approached her in her dressing room. “Listen, Billie,” he said, “no hard feelings. I’ll pay you what the contract calls for, and you come back another time, when you’re feeling better.” It was hurtful for him to watch an artist of Billie’s eminence struggle but fail to do what had once come so effortlessly to her. He also had to deal with his audiences, who were crestfallen by her inability to finish a show.

			Billie was unnerved by the offer; no, she absolutely did not want to cut short her engagement. She would do whatever it took to carry on. And she did, too, turning in shows that were as good as any of her recent efforts. It was as if she tapped into some force deep within herself—the very drive that had compelled her to step onstage in the first place all those years ago—that allowed her to do whatever she had to do to perform. She demonstrated that same primal strength tonight when, once Norm Crosby finished his set to resounding applause and Waldron preceded her onstage with the rest of the trio to vamp for her entrance, she took her place in the wings and, hearing her name announced over the house audio system to a sold-out crowd buzzing with anticipation, stepped through the darkness to head toward the spotlight awaiting her at center stage. Her entrance brought a collective hush over the crowd, then gasps, then a thunderous ovation.

			A reporter in the room, on hand from the Lowell newspaper, documented what happened: “The fabled Billie Holiday takes slow steps into the spotlight, walking like a dreamer over a carpet of eggshells. Before the microphone, as the celebrated voice lifts and pours, she is alive again, as though all the long, long road leads always and only to this moment in the lights. She stands there, with nothing in her stance of lure and invitation, and immobile as she is, she establishes an instant and private contact.” One song ended; another began. “[Her] face is still curiously unlined…the forehead high and serene where the hair is pulled tightly back. The oriental lids hood eyes with tears that have welled, but never fall. She wears a dress of shining turquoise silk, cut like a dashing trench coat. The only movement is in the hands that clutch pink Kleenex, that shake slightly down to their black fingernail polish.”

			Billie proceeded on to “Lover Come Back to Me.” As she sang, she moved so little the long gold chain and pendant hanging around her neck barely swayed back and forth on her chest. Once she finished, the room exploded with applause, as it did at the conclusion of each song. At last, for the first and only time during her set, she spoke to the audience, before her final number.

			“Now,” she said softly, almost offhandedly, “I’d like to do a song I wrote myself.” Then she launched into “Lady Sings the Blues.”

			At the end of the song, she turned and, without saying anything by way of conclusion, without addressing the audience in any way, lowered her head and walked slowly away from the microphone toward the dimly lit wings as the deafening applause rained down on her.

			Back in her dressing room, she returned to her seat at the vanity. Pouring herself another scotch-and-water and lighting up a cigarette, she was soon joined by Waldron, who sat back down in his chair. But before she could get on with the rest of her night, Billie had an obligation to keep, an interview Jimmy Makris had arranged for her with a reporter from The Lowell Sun. To steel herself for the conversation—she had never taken pleasure in talking to the press even though she was close friends with William Dufty, a reporter for the New York Post, and had particularly enjoyed an interview she once gave to Mike Wallace for his show Night Beat—she slipped over her shoulders a silver mink stole.

			

			—

			Over the years, one way Billie often dealt with journalists was to tell them tales she invented about her life, since she thoroughly embraced the adage that said the truth should never stand in the way of a good story. Her penchant for enhancement or outright fabrication was a principal reason why future biographers would find the documentation of her life to be such a challenge. Articles and books about her would be riddled with errors in part because she paid so little attention to the facts herself. Both while she was alive and after she died, a recurring predicament encountered by anyone hoping to write about her truthfully was sorting through the stories to determine which part was true and which part was not. The image of Billie Holiday the public came to know was, according to author Russell Banks, “as much our elaboration and refinement of her own calculated disinformation.” Or as Frank Harriott, who interviewed her for PM, a progressive newspaper, described it: “No one fed the fires of the Holiday myth machine more than Holiday herself.” Consequently, for many years, basic facts about her life—the year of her birth, the marital status of her parents, the number of husbands she had—were incorrect because of her fabulistic tendencies. It was easier for her to tell the truth to an audience in a song than to convey accurate facts about her life to a journalist.

			The article of clothing Billie added to her outfit tonight as she waited to be interviewed—a silver mink stole—often prompted her to hearken back to the past, to a time when she experienced her first flirtations with music, in her early teenage years. The result of a fleeting affair between Sadie Fagan and Clarence Holiday, Eleanora, as she was known in those days, was living in Baltimore in a neighborhood called Fells Point, or simply “the Point,” which was the city’s red-light district. At the time, Sadie had taken a “transportation” job as a maid-cook with a family in Cedarhurst on Long Island, and Eleanora was living with Miss Lu, the mother of Sadie’s current romantic interest—a ladies’ man named Charles “Wee Wee” Hill—who did her best as a custodian considering she was in effect an invalid. With limited supervision, Eleanora soon ingratiated herself with Alice Dean, who, as Billie later wrote, “used to keep a whorehouse on the corner nearest our place—and I used to run errands for her and the girls.”

			On South Dallas, under the watchful eye of Alice Dean, a glamorous woman proud of her beautiful evening dresses and fur coats, Eleanora was first indoctrinated into the profession of prostitution and, more importantly, because Dean owned a gramophone, the world of popular music. Eleanora would while away the hours in the parlor of Alice Dean’s bordello listening to the recordings of Bessie Smith and Louis Armstrong. She was especially fond of Armstrong’s “West End Blues,” which was released in the summer of 1928. The record deeply impressed the nascent singer, as she later recalled: “[Armstrong] doesn’t say any words, and I thought this is wonderful! And I liked the feeling he got from it….Sometimes the record would make me so sad I’d cry up a storm. Other times the same damn record would make me so happy.”

			While she spent time at the bordello, Eleanora started “turning tricks as a call girl,” as she would write. Mary “Pony” Kane, a family friend, remembered Eleanora during her time at Alice Dean’s: “She was a tall girl, shaped pretty nice. She was liked by a whole lot of boys, but she used to call them country boys, they were working fellas, and she would get the money and she wouldn’t have no time for them.” Alice Dean’s son Sleepy recalled that “Eleanora hustled [and the] people she hung around with were hustling people.”

			Eventually, Eleanora moved on to work at a house at 10 North Bond Street run by Ethel Moore—she “was known as the classy woman in the ghetto,” according to journalist Linda Kuehl—in part because Moore allowed Eleanora to entertain the girls and their clients by singing for them. “Ethel used to have a famous goodtime house, and Eleanora took up to her like to an older sister,” remembered Johnny Fagan, Eleanora’s cousin. “[She] sung in Ethel’s house. She worked in it too. She had to make ends meet. She had to survive.” Pony Kane recalled Eleanora singing in other venues as well: “They have a place on Caroline Street where a man play the piano. Eleanora pick up a couple bucks there. Sings shows at the Star Theatre too.” A neighborhood local called Skinny remembered: “Eleanora tell us where she be and we follow her from club to club. The clubs close up and we take her to goodtime houses.” These venues—Ethel Moore’s house, other goodtime houses, bars, theaters—were the first establishments in which Eleanora honed her skills as a singer. Even then, even in these early appearances, she was fostering a singing style so unique, so captivating, she found herself developing an ardent following of admirers eager to hear her perform wherever she was allowed to sing.

			During this time, as Eleanora started drinking bootleg whiskey and smoking reefer cigarettes, those close to her became concerned she was too young to be living such a fast life. Finally, Miss Lu wrote to Sadie, who sent for Eleanora to come to New York. “After Sadie left,” Wee Wee Hill recalled, “Eleanora was alone here maybe two years. She hung in there with Ethel Moore. Ethel was a hustling woman. Finally, Eleanora left Baltimore. I took her to Penn Station. She was glad to go. I imagine she got tired of bumming around.” Her departure left a lasting impression on Pony Kane: “I’ll never forget when Eleanora leave Baltimore. She have on a white voile dress with a red skinny belt.”

			While she sat on the train heading for New York, Eleanora left behind Baltimore and all it had come to represent—a dysfunctional home life but also two women who introduced her into the world of nightlife, where she would spend the entirety of a career that would make her a legend. “Her mentors—Alice Dean and Ethel Moore—were madams,” Linda Kuehl wrote. “In their houses she began turning tricks, drinking bootleg liquor, smoking reefers, perhaps snorting cocaine, and certainly singing the pop tunes of the day.” Indeed, she would use the trappings of that world—the evening gowns and minks, the drugs and alcohol, the music—to create a persona that allowed her to record a body of work that ultimately would stand as art.

			The next interlude in her journey came when Eleanora reunited with her mother in New York, and after the pair settled in Harlem, only to endure a brush with the authorities, they moved in October 1929 to Brooklyn, where they rented a small apartment at 7 Glenada Place. It was here that, based on the encouraging response she received at Ethel Moore’s and nightspots on the Point, Eleanora decided to resume her pursuit of singing. Tenor saxophonist Kenneth Hollon, who lived nearby, remembered Eleanora’s newly inspired attempt at forging a career in music: “I used to take my sax around to her house. And I used to try to play melodies while she sang along with me. An opportunity came where we got a job at a cabaret”—the Gray Dawn, on Jamaica Avenue and South Street in Queens. “And I took [her] with us”—his group was named the Hat Hunter Band—“and once we were going good, I asked [her] if she wanted to join in. ‘Yeah,’ she said, and she did. At that time, I remember the old-timers used to throw money out on the floor for singers. The tunes she sang that night were ‘My Fate Is in Your Hands’ by Fats Waller and ‘Oh How Am I to Know?’ and ‘Honeysuckle Rose.’ That night she collected over one hundred dollars in tips.”

			The evening was so successful Eleanora and Hollon performed together in Brooklyn and Queens for the next two years. It was during these years, when she came to view music as a way to make a living, that Eleanora decided she needed a more commercial-sounding stage name. So she chose “Billie” for her first name—after her favorite movie star, Billie Dove, whose pictures included American Beauty, The Painted Angel, and The Black Pirate—and “Holiday” for her last name—after her father. Early on, she spelled her last name differently—Halliday—to avoid possible confusion with her father, but that minor discrepancy soon disappeared and she became, as she would be known throughout her career although she never changed her name legally, Billie Holiday.

			

			—

			Tonight, as she sat at her vanity in her dressing room, her emergent years in show business seemed far removed from her life now. At the moment, she felt tired from her show and more than slightly exercised by the prospect of reliving episodes from her past, accurately or not, with her scheduled visitor, whom she greeted warmly when she was shown into the room. Her name was Mary Sampas, and she published a daily column in The Lowell Sun under the nom de plume Pertinax, an homage to the French author André Géraud, who used the same pseudonym. Women were beginning to break cultural norms—no woman represented this trend more than Billie Holiday—but the public was still unaccustomed to women assuming prominent roles in the newspaper business, which was why Sampas relied on pseudonyms in her career. Previously, she had written a column called “Girl Friday” before moving on to Pertinax. Her husband, Charles, worked at The Sun as the executive news editor.

			Sampas was an elegant, nattily coiffed woman who had a penchant for stylish dresses and fur hats. She affected a professional yet congenial manner. She was, as one friend recalls, the kind of woman “you just had to hug.” She sat in a chair across from Billie, who was polite but standoffish in the early part of their exchange, which was defined by non sequiturs and fits and starts—not what Sampas needed to write an engaging column. As they spoke, however, Billie came to feel that the reporter was there not because she hoped to determine if the long sleeves Billie wore on this unseasonably warm May evening were meant to cover up telltale track marks on her arms but, rather, because she admired her work and respected her as an artist. In time, Billie felt trustful enough to answer her questions.

			“Do you consider yourself a jazz singer or a blues singer?” Sampas asked.

			“No, I’m just a song stylist,” Billie said, taking a puff on her cigarette before sipping her scotch-and-water.

			“You know,” Sampas said, “I recently saw New Orleans on television.”

			Even though Billie was forced to portray a maid in the motion picture—can you imagine, she plaintively asked friends at the time, Billie Holiday playing a maid?—she harbored fondness for New Orleans because it afforded her the opportunity to appear on-screen with Louis Armstrong, who had exerted a germinal influence on her singing style when she was learning early lessons. “I made that movie thirteen years ago,” Billie said, smiling whimsically, as if she could not fathom where all the years had gone.

			“So, what city do you play next?” Sampas inquired.

			“Montreal at the first of June,” Billie said, glancing over to confirm the date with Waldron, who nodded affirmatively.

			Finally, the two women had spoken long enough that Sampas ventured to ask Billie how she was feeling, not as a pleasantry but as a legitimate line of questioning, since news of Billie’s health was in the press.

			“My doctor wants me to give up singing,” Billie said. “He thinks I’m too ill. But what else am I made for?” She let out a brief, impervious laugh. “So as long as I have breath to sing and someone still to listen…”

			She did not finish the sentence. Instead, she reached for a book on the dressing table. “This is what I’m reading between shows,” Billie said, fixing her gaze on Sampas as she held up the book version of Some Like It Hot—the picture had been released in late March—with a shot of Marilyn Monroe displayed prominently on the cover. “I have to laugh a little.”

			After thirty minutes, Sampas wrapped up the interview. And when it was over, when Sampas said good night and departed the dressing room, Billie did what she had done on so many nights in so many other dressing rooms over the years—she got ready for the next show.

			In the coming days, when Sampas published the piece in her Pertinax column, Billie knew she was right to trust her. Admiration coursed through the article. Sampas got her. “In the style that made her the toast of two continents,” Sampas wrote about Billie’s stage performance, “she mourns love grown old and cold, and you know a special sorrow. You hear rain fall, and you sense that dark clouds obscure the moon, and you feel a lonely whistle pierce a completer loneliness. All God’s children got troubles, and my Mama was right, there’s blues in the night.”

			

			—

			Following the problematic shows on Monday and Tuesday nights, Billie flourished for the rest of her weeklong run, which lasted from May 11 to 17. She even felt well enough on Sunday to perform an advertised “jam session” at two o’clock in the afternoon. Years later, Waldron recalled the Flamingo Lounge engagement as being “a very big, successful week for Billie.” The houses were full; the audiences, enthusiastic. Proof was comments Sampas included in her column that she overheard audience members make after the show she attended—“Unforgettable!” “She breaks my heart!” “I [saw] her ten years ago at the Ebony Club and her voice is as marvelous as ever.”

			So as Billie traveled back to New York, she anticipated with excitement the dates Joe Glaser had lined up for her: the gig in Canada in early June but first an appearance, along with the Dave Pell Octet, on the weekend of May 29 at Club Jazz Seville, Harry Schiller’s nitery on Santa Monica Boulevard in Los Angeles. A press report promised a show featuring Billie’s “all-time great renditions of jazz classics, plus some of her sensational new recordings.” What kept Billie going was the next gig—and the gig after that. It was her longing to move on to whatever was to come—a show, a recording session, a television appearance—that allowed her to cling to her unwavering sense of hope. As one friend put it, “She had a tremendous drive for survival.” Yet in the end the incessant planning for the future was all an illusion that obscured what was occurring in the present. She was in a state of precipitous decline. Even so, there was no way she could have known that the conversation she had with Mary Sampas would mark the last formal interview she gave to a journalist. There was no way she could have known that, after coming so far in her life from the early years in Fells Point to the most celebrated stages in America and abroad, the last night at the Flamingo Lounge would be her final appearance in a nightclub. There was no way she could have known that, as of mid-May in 1959, she had two months left to live.

			Or maybe there was a way. For months, her doctor had warned her that if she did not take better care of herself—and specifically treat her liver condition—she ran the risk of suffering a potentially fatal health crisis. For months, friends and associates implored her to heed her doctor’s advice—to no avail. Her gradual but persistent decline had started a year ago during a time when she was dealing with an amalgam of challenges, from financial problems and romantic complications to struggles with substance abuse and run-ins with authorities, all emblematic of the myriad difficulties that had come to constitute the perennial hardships of her life.
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			A Woman of the World
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					Billie Holiday with Louis Armstrong. Billie often referred to Armstrong as the musician who had the most profound effect on her singing style. Once she broke onto the national scene, the two regularly performed together throughout her career. This photograph was taken in conjunction with the release of New Orleans, the 1947 motion picture in which they played “sweethearts.” “Ump Ump Ump. Now isn’t that something?” Armstrong wrote to a friend.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			June 1958

			
				1.

				One year earlier, in the first days of summer in 1958, Billie began to exhibit problems with her health. The years of alcohol consumption and drug use were seemingly catching up with her. A condition related to alcohol abuse would not have been unexpected, considering how much and for how long she had been drinking, yet it would not be without irony, since for more than a decade now the press had feverishly reported on her battle with narcotics addiction, announcing in glaring headlines each brush with police, each drug bust, each court appearance. Few public figures had endured such damning coverage carried out by a press often exuberant in its attack. That coverage did not reflect the fact that she had periodically given up drugs, sometimes remaining clean for extended periods of time, by curbing her “drug hunger” with liquor. As her longtime friend Hazel Scott would contend, some people “were fascinated by [Billie’s] addiction to narcotics and didn’t seem to know that, except for a couple of highly publicized arrests, she handled that problem very, very well until the end of her life.” Alcohol, however, was another matter; it was a rare day that passed when Billie did not drink. And now, after nearly three decades of hard living, the undeniable truth was that she was not well. She sensed it, even if she remained unable to acknowledge the severity of her condition. “She didn’t complain,” one friend later said. “Sometimes her legs would swell when she flew on airplanes. She was moody. [But] I don’t think she realized how sick she was.”

				Despite her health concerns, Billie pushed ahead with work. Two years earlier, Doubleday and Company published Lady Sings the Blues, her autobiography, which she coauthored with William Dufty, and currently a prominent Hollywood producer was attempting to turn it into a motion picture. Dorothy Kilgallen, who wrote about Billie often, sometimes on a weekly basis, recently reported that “casting rumors in the Billie Holiday film biography get sillier and sillier. Some months ago, Ava Gardner was sought for the leading role, but apparently she wasn’t available—or Miss Holiday wouldn’t okay her—and now the producer is trying to get Lana Turner.” It was not noted, perhaps because it was unimportant to the powers-that-be who controlled Hollywood at the time, that neither Ava Gardner nor Lana Turner was African American.

				In June, Billie enjoyed two major career developments. In the United Kingdom, Barris released Lady Sings the Blues, proclaiming the book to be “the pithy, uninhibited autobiography of the great Coloured American blues singer.” Typical of its critical reception was a review that appeared in The Guardian written by Philip Larkin, who referred to Billie as “the coloured singer Billie Holiday (nee Eleanora Fagan)” and described her book as “an account in tough vernacular of Miss Holiday’s life and hard times.” Beyond that, Larkin, a poet who had developed a keen love of jazz, believed “all Miss Holiday’s admirers will want to read [the book], if only to see how her personality corresponds with her own special brand of bitter-sweet balladry (in spite of the title, she is not a blues-singer). When one reads that she once had to black her face in order to be as dark as the band she was fronting, and that she never got more than a recording fee for making all her finest records, one wonders, really, how the sweetness crept in.”

				June also brought the release of Lady in Satin, Billie’s latest album. At this time, Columbia Records ran advertisements for it, and there was extensive review coverage, but Billie had also agreed to make media and concert appearances during which she would sing songs from the album in order to promote it. Her first engagement was on May 10 on Club Oasis, an NBC television show hosted by Martha Raye, when she sang “You’ve Changed,” a cut from the album. On the twenty-ninth, she appeared on Art Ford’s Jazz Party, which was simulcast on AM and FM radio and on WNTA-TV, Channel 13, from studios in Newark, New Jersey. The broadcast aired from 9:00 to 10:30 p.m. and featured Billie performing three songs backed by Mal Waldron along with a house band that included Vinnie Burke on bass and Harry Leon on drums. One of her selections was, once again, “You’ve Changed.” Then, in June, Billie was set to appear in a live concert in Manhattan. It was next in the series of promotional engagements at which, regardless of her health issues that were now becoming harder and harder to ignore, she had agreed to appear over the summer.

			

			
				2.

				The day—June 21, 1958—was like any other Saturday in the summer in New York. Anyone who was able to leave for the season had already left, but many residents, like Billie, had commitments that kept them in the city. That evening, she was scheduled to sing in a midnight jazz show in Greenwich Village, so she was spending her day at home, which, since September, had been an unassuming apartment steps away from Central Park on the Upper West Side. She had lived in grander places in the past—among them a stately house she once owned in St. Albans, Queens, where she counted among her neighbors Count Basie, Ella Fitzgerald, and Fats Waller—but presently she resided at 26 West Eighty-Seventh Street, number 1B, a one-bedroom garden-level apartment in a brownstone building. The name on the doorbell read “Eleanora Fagan” (her maiden name), and it was only after the landlord, Dr. Leon Tshernoff, a physician originally from Palestine, agreed to grant her a three-year lease at a rent of $135 a month that he learned his tenant was Billie Holiday. The hard, sad truth was that her reputation had become so tarnished by the never-ending stream of negative publicity that if the landlord had known the true identity of his prospective renter he might not have allowed her to lease the apartment. He had agreed, however, and once Billie moved in her belongings—the evening gowns she wore in her shows, a few necessary pieces of furniture, her phonograph and record collection, kitchenware with which she indulged her passion for cooking—she had come to love her new home, which she shared with her constant companion, a Chihuahua she adored named Pepe. Her friend Annie Ross recalls: “There was a bedroom, a bath, and a kitchen, but what I remember most is the record player in the living room. She loved to sit in there and listen to music.” A large picture window allowed her to gaze out onto a courtyard and garden as she listened to song after song.

				For the past three weeks, Billie had lived in the apartment alone, Pepe notwithstanding, because her husband, Louis McKay, who was listed on the lease as a tenant, had abruptly moved to California. Six years older than Billie, McKay first met her in Harlem in the early 1930s when she was sixteen. He later claimed he dated her at that time; if there was a courtship, it was short-lived. They did not see each other again until March 1951, when they met in Detroit, where McKay was living, while Billie was appearing at the Club Juana. By then, Billie was a major jazz artist, and McKay had developed a reputation for being a Mafia “enforcer.” Three years earlier, Billie had been released from prison for narcotics possession, after which she struggled to stay clean. She often found herself in need of being protected from drug dealers trying to sell her narcotics. McKay presented himself as a solution to her problem. Within two weeks of their reconnecting in Detroit, he was her manager. Their relationship soon moved beyond the professional as McKay insinuated himself into Billie’s life as her love interest.

				For the first two or three years, their relationship was largely harmonious, although McKay had a tendency to become violent with her. Eventually, he stopped protecting her from the drug dealers and started to facilitate her heroin supply himself in an effort to guarantee his continued access to her money, which was coming in steadily in the early and mid-1950s. Their relationship was clearly beginning to falter when they were arrested in Philadelphia in 1956—Billie for narcotics possession, McKay on weapons charges—yet they remained together. Then, in 1957, a decision was made for them to marry, in all likelihood because McKay threatened to testify against her at trial if they did not. (A person cannot be compelled to testify against a spouse.) “She had to marry him out of self-defense,” William Dufty later told journalist Joel Lobenthal. “She was in his power [after] they were arrested together.” There was one obstacle they had to overcome. In 1941, Billie was briefly married to Jimmy Monroe, and she had never bothered to get a divorce. So, in March 1957, Billie and McKay traveled to Juárez, Mexico, where Billie secured a “quickie” divorce on the twenty-seventh and, the following morning, married McKay.

				For the rest of 1957 and into 1958, the couple remained together, although McKay routinely traveled for business. But a new level of complication entered into their relationship in the early months of 1958, and Billie began secretly passing documents from her apartment to Earle Warren Zaidins, her attorney, toward whom McKay developed such an extreme jealousy he was convinced Zaidins had a romantic—or at least sexual—interest in Billie. The situation had come to a head on Memorial Day weekend three weeks earlier when McKay discovered documents were missing and Billie confessed to giving them to Zaidins. McKay erupted in rage. He later admitted to assaulting her: “I blew my top….She offered to telephone Zaidins to get back the papers. [Afterwards], I was almost crying. I grabbed the phone from her and threw it. I would guess I didn’t care whether it hit her or not. It would be hard to admit that I threw it at her”—and yet, in effect, that was exactly what he admitted he did.

				McKay’s cruel behavior was nothing new. Friends knew about his brutal treatment of her. Annie Ross would hold strong memories of McKay and the stories Billie told her about him: “He was awful. He did not love her. He was there for the money. He was a pimp. He was a kind of take-over guy. He did not treat her well. He was horrible to her.” A telephone call between McKay and Maely Dufty, the wife of William Dufty, in February 1958, around the time Billie was recording Lady in Satin, reflected the animus McKay had come to feel for Billie. “I’m through with her,” he told Maely. “That bitch is going to see some bad days around here. I put the skids on her tonight….She took the money and used it up….She go around here and give away all her cunt and everything and don’t get no money for it.” When Maely pointed out that these days Billie rarely left her apartment except to fulfill professional commitments, McKay retorted, “I know what this woman done.” Maely implored him not to “be crazy,” but McKay responded by threatening Billie: “Holiday’s ass in the gutter in the East River somewhere! I’ll get someone to do it!…I’ll catch her somewhere and whip her all over the goddam street.” Maely noted the obvious: if he caused harm to Billie, directly or indirectly, he could face legal jeopardy. McKay remained defiant: “I got enough to finish her off and go downtown and take a chance on my liberty.” Did he intend to kill Billie? “I ain’t talking about killing her. I’m going to do her up so goddam bad she’s going to remember as long as she lives….I hate her….I kept that woman alive. Kept her away from junkies in the street and in the corners.” The telephone call concluded with McKay declaring it was time for them to “go ahead and get a divorce and stop fighting.”

				As for the Memorial Day weekend disturbance, the events as documented by Zaidins, contained in a legal affidavit, were, perhaps not surprisingly, more damning than McKay’s version: “It was the Sunday morning of Memorial Day weekend, [and] I received a hysterical telephone call from [Billie]. The subject of the conversation related to the fact that I should turn back to her all of the business and personal documents and papers given to me by her….I informed [her] that I would surely accede to her wishes [on] Monday, when I would be in the office….Within the next hour…my doorbell started to ring. I opened the door only to be met with a fainting Billie Holiday, covered with blood. Immediately I telephoned [my physician] Dr. Stillerman [and] my wife and I placed her upon our convertible couch in the living room. [Billie] had nothing with her except for the clothing on her back. She wore a black diamond mink coat, underneath which was merely a nightgown. By the time Dr. Stillerman arrived, [Billie] had regained consciousness [and] it was disclosed that [Billie] suffered from an open wound on her scalp. According to [Billie], Louis McKay…had forced her to make the telephone call to me to obtain the return of these papers and that immediately following the telephone conversation in a fit of rage [had] picked up the telephone and proceeded to hit her on and about the head.” The incident was reported to the police, but Billie refused to press charges for assault. Within a day or two, as Billie stayed away from him, McKay packed his belongings in his car and headed for Los Angeles. After years of manipulating her, he was leaving now that he had gotten what he always wanted—a binding legal bond to Billie Holiday.

				To keep her company once McKay was gone, Billie relied on friends like Alice Vrbsky, a young woman in her midtwenties who was hired originally to work for Billie only to become more of a companion. Alice was a fan who first met Billie in July 1957 after a group concert in the Wollman Memorial Theatre in Central Park called Jazz Under the Stars, when she sought out Billie to autograph her program and a record album. (“Thank you for loving me,” Billie wrote on the album cover.) Subsequent visits led to McKay hiring Alice to serve as an assistant to Billie on a prolonged engagement in Los Angeles. “Louis paid me once and he never paid me again,” Vrbsky recalled. “Billie gave me as much as she could. But there was no real regular salary.” Over time, Alice helped out when she was able, and Billie looked forward to her visits. “Billie liked to cook Baltimore specials like crab cakes, red beans and rice, and pigs’ feet,” Vrbsky said. “She liked to watch old movies on TV, and sometimes she’d drag me down to Forty-Second Street and there would be a double feature. We’d get there at one in the morning and stay all night.” But mostly the two women sat in Billie’s living room and talked. As Billie chain-smoked—“all of her nightgowns had holes burned in them from cigarettes”—the conversation often turned to Billie sharing her thoughts on music and singers: “Billie didn’t care for Ethel Waters. She loved Lena Horne. About Ella Fitzgerald, she said if she were white, she’d be considered the greatest singer in the world. Billie once said, ‘The only white woman I ever heard who could sing the blues was Kay Starr.’ I happened to agree with her. Billie also told me about going to see Sarah Vaughan at Birdland. When Vaughan came up to her at the bar and asked her how she liked the show, Billie said, ‘Sassy’ ”—Vaughan’s nickname—“ ‘you sound like you piss ice water.’ ”

				

				—

				Despite the unassuming nature of her current circumstances, because of the position to which she had ascended in her profession, because of what she had come to represent in the broader culture, Billie Holiday was a woman of the world. This fact was not universally celebrated. Her critics routinely marginalized her, pointing out that she was untrained as a musician, could neither read nor write music, and enjoyed a grammar-school education that had progressed no further than the fifth grade. Her detractors wanted to portray her as unread, uncouth, and unworthy of her fame. Their goal was to depict her as a drug addict who never rose above the trappings of a troubled and impoverished youth in Baltimore that was defined by an unstable home life, truancy as a child, and prostitution as a teenager, all of which she readily acknowledged in her autobiography. She did so in part because Billie did not view herself as a victim. “What she really felt,” a friend later said, “the Rosebud to understanding her, was that her life was a triumph.” And it was a triumph. Despite the shortcomings of her background, she had become a vital force in the entertainment industry. She traveled extensively, both nationally and internationally, to fulfill engagements. She worked with some of the most prominent members of her generation. She often fraternized with socialites, fellow artists, and titans in the political and show business communities. She enjoyed such success because, like other notable figures of her time—Marlene Dietrich, Greta Garbo, Howard Hughes—she was a persona of her own creation. To the public, through her singing and public appearances, she projected an aura of style and sophistication. She was the personification of dignity and class, which she achieved despite efforts made by her enemies—and sometimes by those who claimed to be her friends—to tarnish the image she crafted for herself. “There was an elegance about her,” composer David Amram says. “Compared to some of the rough characters in her life, she somehow was able to rise above that. She knew that she deserved better; she understood how terrific she was. She wasn’t an egomaniac or conceited; she just knew her own worth. She carried herself like a lady. It was something she had become. She appreciated her value and the beauty of her music.”

				Still, she was not without her colorful side. During her big-band touring days, she played cards and rolled dice with the boys on the bus. She called everyone “baby,” friends and strangers alike, and her favorite word was “motherfucker.” Depending on her tone of voice, it was meant either as a term of endearment (as in “Buck Clayton, you motherfucker, come over here and let me see what color your eyes are today,” a line she was known to say to her close friend) or as an indication of her contempt (as in “if that evil motherfucker believes in God, I’m thinking it over,” she ultimately said of Louis McKay). If provoked, she was proficient at throwing a right hook, and more than one unsuspecting accoster was the recipient of a slug. She was particularly infuriated when someone made a racial slur. “She had antennae that were so highly developed,” William Dufty said, “she could hear somebody making a racist remark thirty feet down the bar, and before you knew it, she would have a beer bottle smashed and would be at the guy’s throat. The rage came from how she had to live her life—day after day after day, night after night after night. The thing that galled her was being treated like a queen uptown, and then nobody knows you when you come down to the fifties.”

				Her friend Greer Johnson remembered her intellect: “Billie was extremely bright, as intelligent as anyone I have ever known. She appealed to such an astonishingly broad range of people. I daresay Billie appealed to everyone from the crème de la crème of the so-called intellectuals down to the ‘lowest’ pusher.” Irene Wilson Kitchens recalled her independent personality: “You couldn’t dictate to her. She had a mind of her own and a will of her own.”

				Billie’s fondness for cartoons and comic strips was well known, but she read books and kept up with current events by reading newspapers and magazines. And when she leafed through a newspaper, she encountered a world she knew all too well, sometimes on a personal basis. Take the newspaper for this day, June 21, 1958. In the nation section, it was reported that Vice President Richard Nixon was reassuring Republicans on Capitol Hill that they would not be harmed in the upcoming midterm elections by a scandal involving Sherman Adams, an assistant to President Dwight D. Eisenhower. Billie had once appeared with Nixon at a civic rally in Harlem, but, because she was a lifelong Democrat, she much preferred Franklin D. Roosevelt, her favorite president, whom she had met at the White House when she and Hazel Scott were guests at one of the annual fundraisers the president hosted to fight infantile paralysis, with which he was afflicted.

				In the international section, there was coverage of Sputnik 3, an unmanned orbiting rocket launched into space by the Soviet Union in May—the ship could be seen in the skies over New England the following morning—a mission that prompted Eisenhower to propose establishing the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, which would be founded in July. No doubt a public fascinated by space was one reason why the nation’s current Number 1 single was “The Purple People Eater,” a novelty song about space invaders sung by Sheb Wooley. Billie had an aversion to novelty songs, as did other artists like her friend Frank Sinatra, who eventually acquiesced to pressure from his record label to record them (“Mama Will Bark” featured a dog howling in response to his lyrics), while Billie never did.

				In the entertainment section, advertisements appeared for Touch of Evil, a picture starring Charlton Heston and Janet Leigh and written and directed by Orson Welles. In a complicated romantic life that all too often featured destructive relationships, Billie enjoyed in mid-1942 one of her more pleasurable liaisons with Welles, who had won acclaim for Citizen Kane the previous year and was preparing to release The Magnificent Ambersons. Welles feted Billie around Los Angeles, from swanky restaurants to Central Avenue jazz clubs to late-night hot spots, while she appeared as a headliner act at Billy Berg’s Trouville Club in West Hollywood and lived in a comfortable apartment on Clark Street, where Welles often spent the night. In a departure from other affairs she pursued with a variety of men—and women, for that matter, since two of her most significant relationships were with women—Billie and Welles maintained a cordial involvement that ended on good terms. “I liked him and he liked me, and jazz,” Billie wrote. “There wasn’t a damn thing or person he wasn’t interested in. He wanted to see everything and find out who and why it ticked. I guess that’s part of what made him such a great artist.”

				But of all the stories in the present news cycle, one that resonated with Billie on a visceral level was a report out of Arkansas about events transpiring in Little Rock. In the wake of Brown v. Board of Education, the 1954 landmark decision of the United States Supreme Court that ended segregation in public schools, all-white Central High School in Little Rock was integrated by nine African-American students, dubbed the Little Rock Nine, in 1957. Now a U.S. district court judge ruled that the city school board could delay integration for two and a half years—a move seen as a blow to efforts to desegregate public schools nationwide. The Saturday Evening Post dated this day featured a sepia-toned cover created by John Falter that summed up the present situation regarding race in certain parts of America. In a bucolic setting stands a quaint mid-twentieth-century brick schoolhouse with a flood of carefree children—all of them white—rushing out the front door on their way to a yellow school bus. Though the image evokes a sentimentality worthy of Norman Rockwell, it captures a world defined by segregation as enshrined by the Jim Crow laws, which some citizens were fighting vehemently to maintain, if not permanently, then at least for as long as possible.

				Billie had experienced Jim Crow firsthand. When she toured with Artie Shaw and his band in the late 1930s, she was the first African-American woman to sing with an all-white orchestra and encountered discrimination down south but, most painfully, also in Boston and New York. Jim Crow was one reason why, in 1939, Billie began to sing “Strange Fruit,” an anti-lynching protest song disturbing in its graphic imagery and emotional impact. As the song became increasingly controversial, garnering national press coverage and selling a million copies when it was released as a single, Billie made it her own, even though it was written by Abel Meeropol. Her close association with the song drew the ire of Harry Anslinger, the director of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, who was supported in his efforts by J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The government feared “Strange Fruit” would foment discontent within the African-American community and beyond. Because of this, Billie was warned to stop singing the song. When she refused, the government launched a vendetta against her, which resulted in a drug bust in 1947 that landed her in prison in Alderson, West Virginia, for a year-and-a-day sentence. Her release nine and a half months later (two and a half months early for good behavior) served only to generate a protracted campaign of harassment by the government that continued for the next decade. Even in recent months, the surveillance had persisted, prompting Dorothy Kilgallen to report that Billie was “still under observation by Uncle Sam’s boys.”

				As it turned out, the government was right. “Strange Fruit” was an early catalyst that contributed to the growing civic consciousness that, especially after the mid-1950s, sparked a movement that demanded civil rights and equality for African Americans. Before the Little Rock Nine entered the front doors of Central High School; before Rosa Parks was jailed in 1955 for refusing to give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama; before a young unknown Baptist preacher named Martin Luther King, Jr., organized the ensuing Montgomery bus boycott, Billie Holiday was singing “Strange Fruit.” By doing so, she made herself an object of derision to audiences resistant to the song’s message and a target of the government. Despite suffering considerable repercussions, Billie never abandoned the song. Her method of protest was not to make a speech or to join a march in the streets but to attempt to change public sentiment through the power of a song.

			

			
				3.

				As the afternoon passed—June 21, a cool, cloudy day in Manhattan, happened to be the summer solstice—Billie began to contemplate that evening’s engagement. Originally, she was supposed to be in Europe during June, performing a show at the Royal Festival Hall in London on the eighth before starting a three-week stand at the Olympia Music Hall in Paris, but the political unrest in Algiers in May spilled over into France and ushered in a new government headed by General Charles de Gaulle, which prompted the cancellation of her trip. So Joe Glaser had booked tonight’s gig as a last-minute consolation. At the Loew’s Sheridan Theatre, a 2,500-seat movie house at Seventh Avenue and Twelfth Street in Greenwich Village that routinely featured live concerts on Saturday nights at midnight, Art D’Lugoff (who had recently opened the Village Gate nightclub, also in the Village) was presenting Billie Holiday and the Dave Brubeck Quartet in, according to press notices, “a program of blues and jazz.” Tickets, available at the box office, cost $2.50 or $2.80. This engagement marked the fourth time Billie had played the midnight show, which she could do since the theater did not sell alcohol and she was not required to have a cabaret card. Indeed, because of the moratorium imposed on her performing in nightclubs, Billie relished shows like the one this evening, when she could take the stage in the city she loved, even if its municipal administration in the form of the police department and the mayor’s office did not afford her the respect an artist of her caliber deserved. For Billie, that disrespect was a point of contention. “The pretext used to deny me the right to work was my prison record,” she wrote. “The police authorities who regulate the local nightclub industry decided that I wasn’t fit to be granted a cabaret performer’s license although many other nightclub employees with police records are licensed and working.”

				The band backing Billie would include Mal Waldron, who was a new father. Born three weeks ago, weighing in at seven pounds and nine ounces, was Mala Elaine, a baby girl. Billie was honored Mal asked her to be Mala’s godmother. For years, Billie longed to be a mother, but her fervent desire had never been realized. Not having children would be one of the most painful disappointments she had to endure. “There was only one thing in her whole life that she wanted,” says Corky Hale, a friend, “and that was to have a baby. That was her life’s desire. Yet she could never have a baby. It was heartbreaking.” As if to acknowledge her unfulfilled aspiration, over time a litany of friends, not merely Mal, asked Billie to be godmother to their children. It was a role she was always delighted to undertake.

				

				—

				The spotlight pierced the auditorium’s darkness to illuminate Billie as she stood at center stage. Dressed in an evening gown, with her jet-black hair pulled back into a ponytail but with no gardenia adorning the side of her head, a decorative detail she had often used in previous years, she swayed gently to the music, quietly snapping her fingers in time with the beat while she stared out onto the standing-room-only audience, blurred by the spotlight’s white glow. “Magnificent Billie Holiday…looked [like] a pretty picture,” one music critic in attendance would write before noting that “so great is her magic that the audience didn’t even realize she wasn’t singing so much as she was carrying on a husky monologue of reminiscences of the parade of tunes which, over the years, she had made it impossible for anyone to imitate.” John S. Wilson of The New York Times also reviewed the performance: “Once [Holiday] had loosened up by slashing through ‘When Your Lover Has Gone,’ she seemed to gain the confidence she needed to show that she can still phrase a song with the smooth, wry skill that once came to her so easily.” The Hartford Courant critic was even more generous, concluding that “Holiday gave controlled and pulsating treatments to such standards as ‘You’ve Changed,’ ‘I’m a Fool to Want You,’ and ‘I Get Along Without You Very Well’ ”—all songs included on Lady in Satin, the album she was there to promote. “[From] her very entrance on stage she had the audience…with her completely and by each of her stylistic vocals she answered the audience’s faith that Billie is still much to be reckoned with in the art of heart-breaking blues singing.”

				With passion and honesty, with whatever voice she had available to her that night, Billie sang as she always did, displaying a vulnerability that made her compelling to watch and relatable to the listener. And that voice—for years critics and jazz lovers had tried to describe its eccentricity. On first hearing it on a record, poet Owen Dodson wrote: “Here came this voice, so steady, so melancholy, elongated like an El Greco painting; it had nothing to do with reality but everything to do with truth.” Critic Leonard Feather commented that Billie possessed “a timbre like that of no other woman,” a sentiment echoed by Harry “Sweets” Edison, who believed “she had a sound that when you heard her you knew that’s Billie Holiday,” and Paul Bowles, who argued that “although many have tried, none can do quite what she does.” Oscar Peterson said she had “a voice of pure velvet,” while Miles Davis asserted “[she] doesn’t need any real horns; she sounds like one anyway.” Davis’s observation was prescient, since Billie herself contended she fashioned her voice to sound like Louis Armstrong playing the trumpet. Of course, Armstrong influenced Billie with his singing as well, particularly the conversational cadence he employed on “I Can’t Give You Anything but Love,” from 1929, which he sang as if he were speaking to a lover, not performing for an audience. His idiosyncratic approach to the lyric left an enduring impression on Billie and indelibly affected the way she sang a song.

				As for her style, it was unique. She did not belt. She did not scat. She did not use the riffs and runs so popular with some singers. “Her singing is void of any narcissism,” saxophonist Charles McPherson says. “There is no ego—nothing—in her voice. You never get the impression she’s doing this or that to impress one soul on Planet Earth. It’s just pure, ‘Help me.’ When you hear that human cry expressed, it’s as high as you can get in artistic expression. It’s an act of humanity; it’s not an act of war.” At the same time, “her diction was perfect,” says musician Loren Schoenberg, who believes “every word she sang was audible and understandable, and in this sense, she’s like Ethel Waters.” Beyond that, Billie was blessed with what pianist Bobby Tucker called “the greatest conception of a beat I ever heard”: “It just didn’t matter what kind of song she was singing. She could sing the fastest tune in the world or else something that was like a dirge, but you could take a metronome and she’d be right there.”

				As for her stage presence, much would be made about how little she moved when she performed. She never stepped away from the standing microphone; her only gestures, besides a tilt of her head, were swaying slightly and snapping her fingers. “When you sing like Billie Holiday did or play like
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