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    Chapter Eight

  


  You’ll Always Be Safe with Me


  While our life together had taken on this new and sometimes painful dimension, it was still very much a life together. I continued to be Elvis’s near-constant companion. In the spring and summer of 1974, this meant going on the road with him a great deal, as he took a six-month break from Las Vegas in order to bring his music and magic to fans elsewhere in America.


  Our touring crew generally included most of his entourage and the same musicians and backup singers from his Vegas show, with one noticeable addition: Colonel Tom Parker, Elvis’s longtime manager. These trips on the road were among the few times I saw the Colonel, as he accompanied us for at least part of every tour. But though I would sometimes cross paths with him at a venue, I did not interact with him much. We did not go out to dinner with him or socialize with him in any way—their relationship was strictly business, all based on a handshake, as has become legendary.


  However, I got the distinct impression that the Colonel might have held Elvis back in later years. And I think Elvis was aware of this, whether or not he wanted to admit it. For one thing, Elvis very much wanted to tour Europe and Asia, and Colonel Parker always declined, claiming he couldn’t provide appropriate security for Elvis overseas. But, as has become public knowledge in later years, some people believe the Colonel, who was born in the Netherlands, did not have legal citizenship in the United States, or at least he wasn’t sure he did. It has been rumored that, because he was not sure he would have been able to secure a passport to travel with Elvis, he therefore put off any arrangements for international travel with any excuse he could fabricate.


  Whatever the truth may be, Elvis also felt stymied because he wanted to do more movies and did not always feel that the Colonel was fully supporting his cinematic aspirations. Elvis had a tremendous talent for acting, and I believe he thought of himself as more of a Marlon Brando type and would have relished an opportunity to show off his greater depth as an actor. But it was very difficult for him to move beyond his image and be given opportunities to grow as a serious actor.


  Indeed, there may have been some truth to the idea that the Colonel held Elvis’s acting back. The following year, Elvis received a backstage visit from Barbra Streisand and her boyfriend, Jon Peters. They wanted to talk to Elvis about a film they were producing, A Star Is Born, and hoped that Elvis might be interested in starring opposite Barbra. They described how the film would be a remake of two earlier movies, updated to tell the story of an up-and-coming singer-songwriter who falls for a self-destructive rock star, only to find that her career is soon eclipsing his. Elvis thought it was a great project and really wanted the male part. A formal offer was presented to him, and he was thrilled at the prospect of finally having the opportunity to really immerse himself in a role and reveal new dimensions of his acting talent.


  Unfortunately, even with Elvis’s clear enthusiasm for the project, the Colonel made a negative assessment of its potential. According to what Elvis told me, the Colonel thought it was a bad idea for Elvis to play a character that might be viewed by some as a loser, saying that Elvis had an image to uphold. When the Colonel made his counteroffer later that month, it was rejected, and the role of course ultimately went to Kris Kristofferson.


  Not being given the opportunity to display his acting ability opposite the incomparable Barbra Streisand was a real disappointment to Elvis. Having later become friends with Barbra, I think it’s a shame they never got to work together. I’m sure they would have challenged each other in productive ways, as they were both strongly opinionated people, and she would be the first to admit that she’s a perfectionist. Perhaps Elvis would have had his moments during which he wanted to have the final say, but I think he would have appreciated her perfectionism and compromised. Barbra is very savvy, too, and beneath her exterior strength, she’s a very feminine, sensitive, vulnerable person, so I think she and Elvis would have enjoyed the process.


  While this opportunity ostensibly fell apart over money, acting was never about money for Elvis. He never questioned how much commission the Colonel took on his acting roles, but he did resent that the Colonel would farm him out to do three movies a year for a million dollars a movie, with absolutely no script approval.


  “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to sing to a fucking bull or a wall?” Elvis said. “I hated those fucking movies ... almost all of them. The best one by far was King Creole. I was damn good in that one! That was the most satisfying of all my acting roles.”


  Of course, I protested that as a little girl growing up on Elvis movies, no matter how inane the script, I was certainly entertained. And in an innocent fashion, I might add. Elvis loved that I had total recall of some of his more obscure movie songs, so he would have me sing tunes like “The Walls Have Ears” for him. On many occasions, I used such artful segues to distract Elvis when he was in a foul temper about the Colonel or other unsatisfactory aspects of his career, but there was only so much I could do when his anger and frustration finally boiled over.


  All of this had come to a head the previous September, during one of our stints in Las Vegas. I was never clear on exactly what set Elvis off, but he seemed highly dissatisfied with Colonel Parker and maybe even slightly betrayed by him, like he wasn’t being forthcoming about all aspects of their working relationship. Elvis soon wound himself up into one of his epic tirades. As he paced the room, all of his pent-up fury, possibly fueled by whatever amphetamines he had taken that day, seemed ready to break free.


  “I want to fire him,” Elvis fumed. “I’m going to get new management. I’m done with him. He’s holding me back.”


  My role in such moments was to be a calming influence. I had learned how to identify and track the storm as it began to brew, the anger visibly rising within him. His eyes, which were usually blue and gorgeous and tender, would darken and grow cold. As he disappeared into the maelstrom of his wrath, he became almost unreachable. It was as if he lost his mind temporarily, which meant it took some time for him to calm down. However, once he’d rid himself of his dark temper, he would quickly settle back down. In the peaceful moments that followed he’d apologized profusely to me if we had argued, although I never heard him apologize to anyone else.


  As angry as Elvis had been with the Colonel at this time, they were eventually able to patch things up and continue working together. I think they had their say, then let it go without much more ado.


  Most of the time Elvis’s rage would flare at other people, or even inanimate objects, but in mid-1974, a few months after he began taking his trips away from me, I brought out that wrath. We were at his home in Palm Springs, California, when I decided to confront him about another woman he had been seen with in my absence. Ever since his infidelities had begun, I’d been trying, with difficulty, to conceal the effect they were having on me. But this time it was hard for me to ignore it. It was brought to my attention via the grapevine that Elvis had spontaneously bought some random girl a car. Hurt and angry as I was, I was only able to be slightly passive-aggressive in discussing his indiscretion. I remember sort of needling him and intimating that I knew something, without coming out and openly declaring it. Instead I just insinuated deep dissatisfaction and suspicion until he lost it.


  We were sitting in bed, eating spaghetti and salad, and watching television as I continued my string of insinuations. All of a sudden, Elvis jumped out of bed, picked up his plate of spaghetti, and threw it hard against the wall.


  “Just shut up!” he screamed. “I know what you’re talking about! It meant nothing ... she meant nothing! No other woman means anything to me! It was just a diversion ... a distraction ... Don’t you understand that? I’m around the same people all the fucking time! Once in a while I just need a little different stimulation! Different company ... that’s all! That doesn’t mean I’m having sex with anybody else! That doesn’t mean I’m falling in love with anybody else! That doesn’t mean jack shit! I start feeling stifled when I can’t have a little interaction in the outside world!”


  Elvis went on with his verbal tirade, and I went to the bathroom to escape it. Of course, he followed me into the small space, where there was no escape. He was lashing out in frustration and anger. He took his open palm and pushed against my shoulders, causing me to lurch backward. He continued to scream at me as I stood there crying.


  “Okay, okay, okay,” I said meekly.


  Elvis retreated to the bedroom, where he took his sleeping pills and dozed off. I gathered a few things, went out into the living area, and summoned Joe Esposito to arrange a plane for me back to Los Angeles. I felt violated and hurt—Elvis had added insult to injury by lashing out at me instead of reassuring me lovingly. I determined then and there that though I might have been hopelessly, helplessly in love with Elvis Presley, I would not allow him or anyone else to treat me that way.


  As much as it tore at my heart to leave him peacefully sleeping there in our bed in Palm Springs, I got on that Learjet and flew back to Los Angeles. I retreated to the Monovale Drive house, where we were staying until he had sold it. A few hours later, I got a call from Elvis.


  “Ariadne, why did you leave me?” he implored in his little baby-talk voice. “Where are you ... why did you go? Baby Gullion woke up this morning and Mommy was gone. Baby Buntyn misses his mommy. I don’t know why you left. Why did you leave me?”


  That was typical Elvis. He would display great anger and then be over it in a matter of hours, if not minutes.


  “Honey, don’t you remember how badly you treated me before I left this morning?” I asked. “You were yelling at me. You threw your plate of spaghetti against the wall, and you pushed me in the bathroom when I was just trying to get away from you and give you time to cool off.”


  Elvis was quiet for a minute.


  “Ariadne, you know I didn’t mean any of that,” he said. “I’m so sorry, baby. Please come back. Please, please, I need you. I need you so badly. Please come back and be with me.”


  Try to reserve judgment—as I have learned to do for the most part. Unless you’ve walked in that person’s shoes, you don’t know what you would do in any given circumstance. I was too desperately, devotedly, blindly in love to say no and move on. I understand better now why some people stay on in relationships that might not be healthy or fulfilling. There are so many things that keep you there, not the least of which is the deep, abiding love you feel for that person, the history you share, and the hope that things will get better. Today I am far more realistic, seasoned, and decidedly stronger and more independent, and I would never stay in a relationship that caused me such pain again.


  But back then, I went flying back to Elvis’s arms just as soon as I could get on a plane and get there.


  For every time Elvis caused me to doubt our relationship and future, he made just as many overtures that reassured me. I suppose that’s both the challenge and the gift of being with someone who has little fear of being candid.


  “When I’m with somebody else, it’s ultimately a disappointment,” Elvis said to me on the few occasions he was caught having an affair. “I always think back on you. You are my ideal girl. I don’t love anybody else. Every time I’m with someone else it just makes me realize how much I love you and how much I appreciate you and all you mean to me.”


  He also expounded on his theory about how women and men differed when it came to the affairs of the heart. It was an opinion I believe many men would second.


  “A man can have an affair, and it means nothing. When you hear that I’m going out with somebody else, most of the time I’m not even having sex. Most of the time I’m reading religious books to them, and they’re very disappointed. But on the rare occasion that I have sex with someone else, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s just me rubbing up against somebody, breathing hard. It doesn’t mean I’m falling in love with her. But women aren’t built like that. When a woman has an affair, she falls in love. That’s why it’s so important for women to be much more careful about having affairs: because women have a tendency to fall in love.”


  His philosophy didn’t do away with my fears, or appeal to my reason, but being naïve and blinded by love—a term they use for very good reason—I ultimately believed what I wanted to believe. I listened to his words, which supported the uniqueness of our love, instead of his actions, which didn’t.


  In the end, though, none of his words could make up for the fact that I was deeply hurt by his need to be with other women. In many ways, our life was the same as it had always been, and I was almost always by Elvis’s side. But increasingly it was clear that, as long as we remained together, his cheating would be a constant as well. Elvis was never going to get that aspect of his personality out of his system. If we had gotten married, he still would have had affairs—it certainly hadn’t changed his behavior when he was with Priscilla. That’s just who he was. There’s right, there’s wrong, there’s black, there’s white, and then, there’s Elvis Presley.


  The confrontation in Palm Springs showed me the stakes of trying to change his behavior, and as 1974 stretched on, I became increasingly uncertain if I could live with the reality of who Elvis was. As much as I loved him, I began thinking about breaking up with him, but I could never quite muster the determination to act. Instead, I talked myself down with reminders about how little of the world I knew. I didn’t know what relationships or life were really like, beyond what I had known with Elvis. All I’d previously seen were examples from my own family—my grandparents had been married for fifty-six years; my parents had been married for forty years; my brother was happily married and faithful to his wife. I had been a very sheltered sorority girl before Elvis had swooped me up into his rarefied realm. Other than what I saw with him, I had active proof that people really can stay married forever.


  And yet, the day-to-day life I now witnessed around me didn’t resemble such stability at all. When I saw people in Elvis’s inner circle committing adultery, saw Elvis’s own dichotomous nature, I thought: Maybe my idea of marriage is antiquated or unrealistic. Maybe this is the real world. Maybe this is what guys do. When I followed the line of thinking that Elvis was just behaving as other men did, there was no advantage to ending things with him. As far as I could tell, I could break up with him and date a shoe salesman, plumber, or a Southern Baptist preacher, and any of them might be unfaithful, too.


  I knew I had a lot of learning to do. I had to sift through all of these new experiences and do my best to figure out what was normal for the real adult world and what was distorted by the anything-goes ethos of rock and roll. While much of my process of trying to discern what was normal, real, and important was confusing and painful, looking back now, I can see that all of this was a distinct coming of age for me. I was growing a great deal at the time, becoming incrementally stronger, but not so strong that I was ready to fly the love nest we’d created for each other, at least not yet. I wasn’t sure I could live with this uncertainty or emotional upheaval forever, but for now, I couldn’t bring myself to leave. It’s not that his other women didn’t hurt or threaten me. My eyes were beginning to open to a possibly different future than the one I had hoped for with Elvis, as my heart began to drift slightly away from my total devotion to him, for its own preservation. However, for the time being at least, I chose not to let the other women, or my own doubts, undo me, or us.


  And, looking back, I know that he made the exact same decision about wanting and needing me above any other—even if his heart was occasionally distracted. He never asked me or seemed to want me to leave. I lived at Graceland for as long as I wanted to be there with him because that was his choice. He wanted me to stay.


  Even with all this emotional turmoil, life with Elvis was still life with Elvis, and that, as much as anything, kept me with him because it meant life could be as surprising and fun as only he could dream up.


  One night we went into a pet store in Memphis after it had closed, and as was customary, they were happy to open up after hours to accommodate Elvis Presley. We discovered more than a dozen of the cutest puppies we’d ever seen, all in need of a good home. Of course, Elvis had to buy every single one. Riding home in the car was hilarious, like having momentarily joined a circus peopled entirely by puppies. Sweet puppy breath and kisses abounded, as well as wagging tails and barking. When we got home, we began distributing them to pretty much everyone we knew. My mother and father, Aunt Delta, and of course I kept one for myself, a little white Maltese. Elvis named him Foxhugh, because he thought it was hilarious to hear people call the dog and inadvertently say, “Fuck you.” This harked back to a movie he’d done years earlier in which the director named one of the characters Mr. Foxhugh. Every time Elvis had to say the man’s name, he stumbled.


  “You bastard, you did that on purpose,” Elvis said.


  “Yup, I did,” the director admitted.


  Sure enough, my little niece, Jennifer, used to fall for the setup, much to Elvis’s delight.


  “Aunt Linda, where Fuck You at, where Fuck You at?” she asked.


  “Foxhugh is over there,” I said, trying to resist joining Elvis’s laughter.


  Such trips out and about in Memphis were a rarity, and we did get stir crazy. Elvis would sometimes want to just get in the car and take a drive. Even when we didn’t have a particular destination in mind, and we weren’t necessarily going to see anyone along the way, he usually took the time to dress himself like the Elvis Presley his fans admired. Whenever I tried to convince him he might enjoy his life more if he could find ways to be incognito and have greater freedom of movement, he would disagree.


  “Honey, what if somebody does recognize me?” he said. “Then they’re going to be disappointed that I’m dressed like a slob.”


  When Elvis did want to go out and be among friends, he rented the Memphian Theater for midnight screenings, just like the night we met. One night, Elvis and I were walking from our car to the Memphian when we crossed paths with a couple who happened to be walking down the street at the same time.


  “Oh my God, you look just like Elvis Presley,” the girl said. “You look like Elvis.”


  Elvis stopped short. I was standing right behind him.


  “Well, honey, I am,” he said.


  “Oh my God, no,” she said. “That’s impossible. No, you can’t be.”


  She was just incredulous, so he turned to me.


  “Honey, tell this girl who I am,” he said. “Honey, tell her. Tell her.”


  “You’re not pulling that Elvis Presley crap again are you, Charlie?” I said to him.


  I stepped up and spoke to the girl.


  “This is Charlie,” I said. “He gets that Elvis Presley thing all the time. Come on, Charlie. Let’s go.”


  “No, no, I want her to know it’s me,” Elvis said. “Tell her ...”


  Then he started laughing, and I started laughing, and we finally came clean.


  “Yeah, it is Elvis,” I admitted to the girl.


  We were all laughing as hard as we could by that point.


  Elvis always loved that I dared to prank him in such ways, and he often told that story to others, laughing just as hard as when it happened.


  Another night, after going to the Memphian Theater, this time with the full entourage, he looked at Sonny and Red with a devilish twinkle in his eye.


  “Let’s go to the Memphis Funeral Home,” he said.


  “I’m not going in,” I said.


  “You don’t have to, but I’m going to go in,” he said.


  Now, this was something I knew he’d done before, even though I couldn’t figure out what had motivated him to do such a thing.


  “I’ve walked through there and there’s these bodies just laid out in there,” he’d said.


  “Ew, why would you do that?” I’d asked him.


  He could never give me a reason why, but I knew that he’d always had this fascination with death, and with dying, and with corpses. I don’t know where that came from, but maybe he liked the dark thrill of it, like living out a bad dream. Not me. I don’t even watch scary movies. The Exorcist was literally the last scary movie I saw.


  And so, while Elvis and the guys went in, I sat in the car in the parking lot of the Memphis Funeral Home, and even that was enough to give me the heebie-jeebies.


  Oh, God, what are they doing in there? I thought. Why do they have to do this?


  There’s no way in heaven or hell you’ll find me in a funeral home, unless a loved one, or me, myself, and I have passed on.


  Thankfully most of our adventures were not nearly as morbid. When my sister-in-law, Louise, gave birth to my darling niece, Jennifer, just after midnight on September 19th, Elvis was excited to accompany me to the hospital to see the baby. We were allowed through the side entrance at four in the morning, even though visiting hours were long over. I was very moved by this show of tenderness and love from him. Of course he created quite a stir in the maternity ward, with one woman in labor remarking she was hallucinating that she was seeing Elvis Presley. Another woman in labor forgot her pain long enough to get Elvis to autograph her pregnant belly, asking him to lay his hands on her tummy to bless her baby. That’s the effect Elvis had on women even when he wasn’t on stage gyrating. Louise’s roommate in the hospital remarked the next morning that she’d had the best dream that Elvis Presley had been visiting them in their room. Louise assured her it was not a dream.


  On another occasion, in early fall 1974, he came racing upstairs to find me, as excited as he could be.


  “Honey, look what I got you,” he said. “Come outside. It was just delivered.”


  I went downstairs with him, where a bright yellow 1971 Ford Pantera, which very much resembled a race car, was parked in the driveway. He knew I loved the color yellow.


  “Oh my God,” I said. “Oh, wow, honey, it’s beautiful. That looks like a fast race car.”


  “Yeah, it is beautiful,” he said. “It’s sleek. It looks like you.”


  “Thank you, sweetheart,” I said.


  “I’m just going to take it around the block with the boys,” he said. “I want to see how it drives, and then I’ll come back and let you drive it.”


  He took it out and drove it, and when he came back, he had a different perspective.


  “Honey, I’m not going to be able to give you this car,” he said.


  “That’s fine,” I said. “I didn’t ask for this car. I don’t need a car. I’ve got a car.”


  “It’s too fast, and I’m afraid you’ll get killed if you try to drive it. I know how to drive it, but I’m afraid you won’t. It’s too squirrely. You can consider it yours, but you can’t drive it.”


  “That’s fine, honey,” I said. “Let it be yours.”


  He drove it a few times after that. And then one night, we were getting ready to go out to the movies at midnight, and we climbed into the Pantera. He was driving, of course, and I was sitting in the passenger seat. Well, the car wouldn’t start. He tried it again and again, until he’d tried to start it about five times in all, but still, nothing.


  “Son of a bitch,” he said.


  “Honey, let’s just take another car,” I said.


  “Hell no,” he said, and he tried to start it again. “This son-of-a-bitch piece-of-shit motherfucker.”


  “It’s not worth it,” I said. “Don’t be upset. Let’s just take another car. We’ll get it checked out tomorrow.”


  “Hell no,” he said, clearly in one of his moods. “This son-of-a-bitching car is not cooperating with me. Honey, step out of the car.”


  He started pulling the gun he always carried out of the waistband of his pants.


  “No, come on,” I said.


  “Honey, step out of the car and step away from it,” he said.


  “Buntyn, please don’t,” I said. “Please let’s just take another car.”


  “I’m going to tell you one last time, step out of the car and step away from it.”


  “Okay,” I said, resigned to the impending fate of that beautiful car.


  I got out of the car, and then he did, too. I stepped away from the vehicle, and once he saw that I was safely out of range, he shot that car five times. All the guys had come out of the house and their caravan of cars in the driveway, and were circling us by this point.


  “No, boss, no!” they shouted.


  They all loved that car. It was beautiful. Thank God he didn’t hit the gas tank, I thought. Well, I guess maybe he knew what he was doing after all, because he didn’t cause it to explode, but he did put five bullet holes in his Pantera.


  The rest of us all looked at each other and shrugged. Okay, fine, we thought. He’s in one of those moods. He’s just going to shoot something up.


  A guy who worked for him got into the car, turned the key, and it started right up. It was like the car knew: All right, boss. All right, I got the message. I’m going to start now.


  We all died laughing. The car is in a museum now, with the bullet holes still in it.


  Elvis had a penchant for shooting things up, and that never changed. Another time we were at Graceland, watching the console television in our bedroom. This is another story that’s gone around and transmuted through the years, but this is how it really happened. Robert Goulet was singing “Camelot,” or “If Ever I Would Leave You,” or something like that, in this operatic way that was a little affected. It’s not that Elvis didn’t like Robert Goulet or his singing. It was just his particular mood on this particular night; he was not in the mood to hear Goulet’s voice.


  “I can’t stand to hear that son of a bitch sing that song right now,” he said. “It sounds like he’s trying too hard. Stiff. I just can’t stand watching this. In fact, honey, step out of the room.”


  As he spoke, he was already pulling out his gun.


  “Honey, don’t do that,” I said. “What are you doing?”


  “Sweetheart, step out of the room,” he said. “Close the door behind you.”


  “Buntyn, put the gun away,” I said. “Don’t be ridiculous. That’s just silly. We’ll just change the channel. I can change the channel. We have that technology.”


  “Step out of the room,” he said. “I’m not going to tell you again.”


  Okay, I don’t want flying glass to come at me, I thought. I stepped outside and closed the doors to our room, which were padded in thick black Naugahyde.


  Boom, boom, boom, I heard through the doors.


  “Okay, honey, you can come back in now!” he shouted.


  I opened the door, stepped inside, and found that the television was shot to hell.


  “Now get somebody to come up here and get this piece-of-shit TV out of here and get me a new one,” he said.


  “Okay,” I said, reaching for the phone to call the guys downstairs.


  “Elvis has shot the TV,” I said into the receiver. “This one’s dead. We need to get a live one.”


  That was Elvis for the most part: unapologetic and more than a little impetuous ... even dangerous at times. There’s a reason he wore an ID bracelet with “Elvis” spelled out in diamonds on one side and “crazy” inscribed on the back. I used to think that if he’d ever gone to a psychologist, they would have had a field day with him. Of course, looking back, I can see moments like these were most likely fueled by his drug use. When he was on a stimulant, he was more irritable and irate, and he was more prone to do something wild like shooting out a TV set. When he was on downers, he was more prone to give things away.


  “You like this ring?” he might say, his voice relaxed. “Here, you can have it.”


  Sometimes simply being with Elvis meant death-defying excitement. One night at the Hilton in Las Vegas, he and I got into the elevator with thirteen of his guys, including Lamar Fike, who weighed more than three hundred pounds. Between the twenty-ninth and thirtieth floors, the elevator got stuck. Remaining calm, Elvis pulled out a little book, ironically titled The Way Out, and read quietly while the guys tried to attract attention to our predicament. Thirty minutes later, understandably panicked, Red West and Ricky Stanley broke open the doors, revealing a roughly three-foot space at the top, between the twenty-ninth and thirtieth floors. It was decided the guys would lift me up to climb out. My two concerns were that I was wearing a long, formfitting white jersey dress, which had caused me to leave off my underwear. And more alarmingly, that the elevator might suddenly start, crushing me. Thankfully, I was able to climb out, followed by one of the guys, and we were all soon laughing about our ordeal, comfortably ensconced in the Presidential Suite on the thirtieth floor.


  There were few dull moments with Elvis, but in the unusual times when they arose, his family was often there to fill in the blanks. I think that presence of his family, whom he continued to feel a great responsibility for, was a huge part of keeping Elvis from getting lost in his fame. Even though our life at Graceland was quieter than it was in Las Vegas or on tour, it was certainly never boring.


  His aunt Delta was a cantankerous, vocal presence at Graceland, though she softened in the years after Elvis’s death. Aunt Delta always had a little bottle tucked away, which is probably a part of the reason she had such a loose tongue. Then there was Elvis’s grandmother, Minnie Mae Presley, or Dodger, as we called her. She’d lived with him most of his life, and he always took care of her from the time that he was able. Dodger dipped snuff and had a little can by her chair that she would gingerly lift up to spit in, and then admonish herself.


  “Ain’t that awful?” she would say.


  And of course, there was his father, Mr. Presley, who was not an easy man to win over, and who doggedly did everything in his power to protect his son. Until the end of his life, Mr. Presley took care of Elvis’s finances, even though he only had a fifth-grade education. I give Mr. Presley a great deal of credit for trying as hard as he could to keep Elvis in good shape financially. But his lack of a more nuanced understanding of money definitely contributed to the fact that Elvis had a fairly down-home approach to his income, no matter how rich and famous he became. For one thing, he paid 50 percent of his income as taxes, straight across the board, without taking a single deduction. He was patriotic and felt grateful to live in this country he loved so deeply and to be as successful as he was, and so believed it was his duty to help contribute.


  “I never want to have a problem with the IRS,” he said on more than one occasion. Elvis really tried to be law-abiding. As much as he harmed his own body with the drugs he took, they were all legally ... well, mostly legally, prescribed to him by doctors and dentists. Similarly, he didn’t ever want to get in trouble with the IRS. “I’m an American. I’ll pay my taxes. If I make a million dollars, Uncle Sam can have five hundred thousand of it.”


  At the same time, he did not feel it was his place to be political. While so many entertainers use their celebrity as a platform for good, which is commendable, he didn’t think that would be the right move for him.


  “I want to remain apolitical, because I don’t think it’s right for me to use my celebrity and my fame to persuade other people to think like I do,” he said. “I think everybody should make their own decisions about how they vote. They shouldn’t need me to tell them how to vote.”


  While Mr. Presley may have limited Elvis’s financial fortunes somewhat, there was no one who could have protected Elvis’s interests with more fierce determination. He had come across as a rather formidable figure of authority to me. He had an air of feigned arrogance at times, I believed, to mask his insecurities about the world into which the fame of his only child had thrust him. People used to call him a tough old bird, and I could see why. He didn’t trust anybody, and he was not someone who would go out of his way to make you feel at ease. I had always called Vernon “Mr. Presley,” and he was nice to me, but some of the guys didn’t like him because they thought he was cranky and caustic.


  Mr. Presley handled Elvis’s money, but he couldn’t handle Elvis, not really. Elvis was going to do what he wanted to do. Occasionally, Mr. Presley might try to reason with him.


  “Son, you’re spending too much money,” he would say.


  “Daddy, I work my ass off,” Elvis would reply. “If I want to spend every dime I make, that’s my business, not yours.”


  Elvis delegated most of the responsibility to other people. Sometimes his dad or Joe Esposito would come in and give him an update about something, and of course, Elvis always had the final say. If there was a matter he really took exception to, he made that known. For the most part, though, he let them make the decisions. They were expected to Take Care of Business. Thus his logo of “TCB”—“Taking Care of Business.”


  Tough as he was, Mr. Presley always made me feel like a part of the family, even if he wasn’t overly demonstrative about it. And the rest of Elvis’s kin did, too. It was a colorful time with a colorful cast of characters, and with the outside world out of reach at times, we needed all of them.


  Around the end of 1974, one of his doctors suggested marijuana to relieve his eye pressure from secondary glaucoma, which he’d been diagnosed with sometime before we’d met. Of course, there was no legal, medicinal marijuana back then. Nor any rhyme or reason to why or when Elvis did something. All he needed to hear was that a doctor had recommended it, and he was all for it, getting some from his own source. I’m sure it wasn’t the first time he’d used marijuana, but it was the first time he wanted to use it with me.


  “Yeah, but it’s not legal, honey,” I said.


  “I know that, but if it keeps me from going blind ...” he said.


  He smoked marijuana for about three months. Of course, I was completely straight during that time, but one night we were sitting in our bedroom at Graceland and he tried to get me to take a hit. Of course I told him I wasn’t interested, but he was persuasive.


  “It’s just relaxing,” he said. “It will just relax you.”


  I resisted, but he’d touched a nerve. For more than a year now, as I’d struggled with his infidelity and the anxiety it produced in me, I didn’t have any kind of meditation practice or other relaxation techniques. And so I had nothing to help me relieve the pressure inside me, and frankly, the thought of relaxing was appealing. After about forty-five minutes of his constant badgering, the temptation finally wore me down. I relented, hoping something could soothe me and silence my inner worries.


  He instructed me on how to inhale and hold the smoke in my lungs. Apparently I did it correctly because we were suddenly both very silly, laughing outrageously and finding humor in every stupid little thing either one of us did. I collapsed beside him on the bed, where we lay side by side.


  Then, all of the sudden, I panicked, sitting up abruptly. Why do I feel so out of control, crazy like this? I thought. I’m out of control. My heart was racing, and I felt like the blood had all rushed to my face and my neck. I retreated to my dressing area, flung open the window, and in my own version of Scarlett O’Hara’s dramatic moment from Gone with the Wind, proclaimed, “God, I know you’re punishing me for smoking marijuana. And if you’ll just let my brain come back to me, I’ll never do that again. Do you hear me, God? Never again.”


  I’ve been offered pot many times since then but have always refused, answering, “I promised God I wouldn’t, and you can’t renegotiate with God.”


  I went back into the bedroom, where I told Elvis what was going on and he held me and rubbed my back and neck, attempting to comfort me.


  “Honey, I’m right here,” he said. “I love you. You’re just fine. You’re safe. You’re with me. You’ll always be safe with me.”


  For a moment it subsided. Then the panic rose within me again. Once more he held me and tried to quiet me. It went on like this for a while, until finally he convinced me to take a sleeping pill so that I could sleep it off.


  The next day I woke up and I was okay. It was later revealed to me that I had actually smoked Colombian hashish, which apparently is stronger than marijuana. To this day, I’ve never touched marijuana or hashish again.


  I was better in the short term, but for almost a year after that, I had random panic attacks. I never went to therapy or received any treatment for them, but I did self-analyze and get as much information about what had happened to me as I could. I read up on cannabis and learned how some people, especially if they don’t drink or do anything else mood or mind altering, and they’re not used to being out of control, suddenly feel like their consciousness is out of their own control and suffer ongoing panic attacks. That’s exactly what happened to me.


  In truth though, the lingering side effects of that night were far greater than periodic anxiety or anything physical. The incident marked a turning point in my hopes and dreams regarding a future life with Elvis. The lasting impact of that night was that for the first time I fully understood how little control I had over my own life. With my inhibitions eroded from the hash, I faced the oppressive reality of my situation with great clarity. Every nerve in my body was wound tighter than I had even realized. I was so consumed with trying to take care of Elvis, keep the peace, and accommodate his every emotion and need, while at the same time remaining vigilant to prevent him from accidentally overdosing and dying, that I had neglected to take care of my own needs. While he came and went as he pleased, free to sleep with any number of other women, I walked on eggshells to try to please and care for him. I didn’t fully realize the damage it was doing to my being until all my walls and defenses literally went up in smoke that night. Living like that came with a tremendous amount of pressure under which to breathe and survive. Not only was it unsustainable; it was becoming unbearable.


  Once this hard truth about my reality came to the surface, I could no longer pretend to myself that everything was fine in our relationship. I could no longer continue blindly hoping that one day down the line all the issues I had with him—his drug use, his infidelities, his need for total control and devotion to him—would suddenly resolve themselves. Something had to change and I knew that it wouldn’t be him.


  In the days following my first panic attack, I realized how desperately I needed to take back control of my life and my decision making. I could no longer hand over my complete heart, my identity, and relinquish my fate to someone else for safekeeping. Not even to Elvis Presley. From then on I started to pull away, slowly but surely, from my life with Elvis. I knew that it wouldn’t happen overnight and that my resolve would be tested repeatedly, but in my heart I knew it was necessary. I needed to reclaim what was intrinsically mine, and in the process find the strength to one day leave, even if that meant leaving part of my heart forever behind me.


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  No Filter


  Throughout the rest of our many years together, David and I would remain passionately—sometimes tumultuously—in love and our musical partnership would extend to heights more fulfilling than I could have imagined. But the joy of our early days did not last, unfortunately. Just as Elvis and my mama had been riddled with paradoxes, so too was my new love, David. As our relationship stretched from its first months to its early years, David revealed another aspect to his complex personality: he could be difficult. I tried to hold my ground, and as a result, we argued a great deal.


  One of the clearest manifestations of David’s intensity and most common sources of conflict between us came from his tendency to become jealous as well as controlling—even when it came to my past. In April 1987, at a U2 concert, I had the happy surprise of running into Lisa Marie, who was now a very mature and poised young woman of nineteen. Since Elvis had passed away, I hadn’t had any way to get in touch with Lisa or maintain our relationship, so we’d fallen out of touch. As we each absorbed this emotional moment, it was apparent she had a lot of Presley in her, not just in the eyes, but also in the wariness and dark humor. Just as Mr. Presley was not won over very easily, Lisa seemed cautious, which was totally understandable given the circumstances of her young life.


  Seeing Lisa brought my past back to me in a visceral way, reminding me how deeply I had loved her and her father and how his family and world had been mine for four and a half years. I felt the urge to reconnect with her if possible, and to be a friend. I gave her my phone number, and we reunited from time to time in the years to come.


  David was gracious to Lisa Marie at that encounter, but I soon came to see that he did not like to be reminded of the fact that Elvis had been my first love. That summer, David and I were alone on his boat on what happened to be the tenth anniversary of Elvis’s death. There was a news story on TV about how the date was being commemorated. David came in, took one look at the TV I was watching, and turned it off.


  “What are you doing?” I asked. “I was watching that.”


  “I don’t want you watching a show about your ex-boyfriend.”


  “Oh my God, he’s been dead ten years,” I said. “He’s not coming back to claim me. This was a part of my life, a part of my history, and it’s a part of history, period. You’re in the music industry. You don’t want to watch this?”


  “Hell no, and I don’t want you watching it, either.”


  Okay, he is not going to want to ever hear about Elvis, I thought. So I guess if I’m attempting to make a life with this person, I’ll need to respect that. David was clearly threatened by Elvis’s ghost and never wanted me to mention him.


  But whereas avoiding the topic of Elvis was relatively easy given that he was no longer alive, David also had to contend with the fact that my ex-husband happened to be the world’s greatest athlete, Bruce Jenner. As most red-blooded American men would be, David was a bit resentful that my ex was Bruce Jenner, but for him, these feelings were complicated by the fact that not only were we living in the house that Bruce and I had shared, but Bruce was still coming by the house to visit the boys. And while these visits didn’t happen every day, nor did Bruce commit himself to a regular schedule, he stopped by more frequently than David would have liked. Bruce had the gate code, and he was free to come and go as he pleased. Once or twice a week, he stopped by to swim or play with the boys for very brief increments of time. Bruce was also invited to, and usually attended, every holiday celebration and kids’ birthday party. He always had his video recorder in hand, and he was very much in the mix at such events. I tried to do everything I could to make David feel at ease, while also making Bruce feel comfortable, but my primary concern was always that Brandon and Brody felt secure in their young lives. I wanted my boys to feel that everyone was there for them, and that we could all coparent together.


  I did tell Bruce on several occasions that he also needed to set up a dedicated room for the boys at his new house, so that if they ever wanted to sleep over, they would feel like they were welcome to do so. Bruce acknowledged what I said but he never created such a bedroom. I got it. As one of the only people in the world who knew Bruce’s secret, I was also one of his only confidants. Although we did not engage in lengthy conversations about his state of mind, now that we were separated, when I asked him how he was doing, I could see in his face and hear in his voice that he was really struggling. He was in the midst of his own deeply personal, deeply confusing and emotional metamorphosis, which required him to have his own private sanctuary. I stopped pressing the matter with Bruce. But David, not immediately knowing the full story, remained adamant.


  “Why is Bruce always coming over here?” David used to ask. “Why doesn’t Bruce take the boys to his house?”


  Very early on in our relationship, I knew I had to confide in David about Bruce, so he would stop seeing him as a threat. Furthermore, because David also resented that Bruce did not in any way provide for the boys, I wanted David to understand why I’d agreed to this arrangement. I needed David to see why I did not want to burden Bruce with financial concerns, but cared rather about him seeing the boys.


  “Listen, I need to tell you the truth about Bruce,” I said one afternoon. “He’s really a woman, and he’s in the middle of transitioning.”


  Of course, this concept was hard for David to grasp at first. He had much the same initial reaction that I’d had when Bruce told me.


  “What?” he asked incredulously. “What do you mean?”


  And then he glared at me suspiciously.


  “Are you just telling me that because you don’t want me to be jealous or threatened?” David asked.


  “No, this is the truth, David,” I said. “This is really what’s going on.”


  I went on to explain my rationale for refusing child support from Bruce and why I remained so encouraging of any efforts Bruce had made to be in the boys’ lives. Unfortunately, the knowledge of Bruce’s secret, even coupled with the visible signs of Bruce’s ongoing transition, couldn’t sway David. He simply didn’t like Bruce being at the house as much as he was, even though his visits were brief.


  For his part, Bruce had his own issues with the situation. Bruce didn’t like the fact that David had moved into the house that he had bought with me, and in many ways he still seemed bitter about the choice I’d made to end our marriage. We were dealing with all the tensions and resentments that couples experience in a normal divorce, plus we had our own unique baggage. I might not have been as cognizant of Bruce’s turmoil then as I am now, because I had plenty of my own inner turmoil to contend with, but I could see a few things clearly. Bruce was angry at David for taking his place, and understandably so. And he was angry at me because I was able to move on with a new love and find another life for myself. Bruce still loved me, and he still loved the idea of having a family with me. He’d wanted to transition to be a woman and then stay married to me, as a woman. But I’d already moved on. Meanwhile, he was wrestling with his transition and feeling very much alone. And so it was painful for him to be reminded of all that he’d lost. It was gut-wrenching for me to witness Bruce’s agony and his attempts to navigate uncharted waters on his way to transitioning. To have another man live at the house he’d given up to me and our sons in the divorce chagrinned the part left inside of him that was masculine and territorial. The two continued to have some obvious rancor between them.


  One day David and I were standing at the kitchen sink. Bruce had come to see the boys, and then quickly left in a huff when he found David at home. Bruce was getting into his car when he looked up, saw David in the window, and flipped him off.


  “He just gave me the bird,” David said.


  “You guys, stop being children,” I said.


  As these and other issues began to loom larger for us, I suggested David and I go to see Trudy so she could fully explain Bruce’s circumstances and counsel us about the problems we were having in our own relationship. After Trudy, we saw a therapist named Brandy, and then we saw a man who looked like my dad. None of it went well.


  It was obvious there were no easy answers for the things we needed to work through. Beyond Bruce, one of the most frequent sources of our disagreements came from David’s antiquated view of women. At times, he had an expectation that I was there to serve and take care of him, to make beds and do housework. He used to say things to me like, “You don’t do anything for me. You don’t iron my shirts. You don’t darn my socks.”


  “Yeah, I don’t do that much darning, since I don’t even know how to darn and have no interest in learning!” I answered, incredulous.


  I almost felt bad for David, that he had such an unrealistic view of a woman’s role in the world. At that time he didn’t believe that women should have careers. He found ambition in a woman to be unattractive. (Today, I’m happy to note, David seems to be much more enlightened on these issues.)


  This narrow-mindedness made things difficult—especially when it came to my acting work. During our first year together, I was still paying the mortgage on my home, which meant not only was I taking care of David—I had to earn a living. Much as I always had, I continued pursuing acting jobs, in addition to the songwriting work David and I were doing. One day I was called to read for a pilot, being written and produced by Dan Aykroyd, called Mars: Base One, depicting the first colonization of the red planet. I was to play the resident dim-witted bombshell, thanks to typecasting from my days on Hee Haw.


  I was on my way to my audition, driving through Hollywood, when my phone rang. It was one of those big, chunky car phones located in the middle of the center console. This was back when you could still talk on a handheld phone in your car without breaking California law, and so I answered while I was driving along. It was David, calling from our house.


  “Hey,” I said.


  “Where are you going?” he asked.


  “Oh, I’m going to my audition,” I said. “I have an audition.”


  “This is not working for me,” he said.


  “What do you mean this is not working for you?”


  “I don’t want you to act,” he said. “I don’t want you to be an actress. I don’t want you to work like that.”


  “David, I have two little boys to raise,” I said. “I don’t get alimony or child support. You’re not paying anything for the upkeep of my house. I have a mortgage. What do you mean you don’t want me to work? I have to work.”


  But of course, it wasn’t just about me working—he was supportive of my career as a lyricist and was never threatened by my stint on Hee Haw. He simply didn’t want me to be an actress who might ever have to do a love scene.


  “I don’t want you being an actress because you might have to kiss somebody, and if you do, it’s not going to work for me.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I’m going to this audition, and I hope I get it. There aren’t any kissing scenes anyway in this part. The contract for the role is for sixteen thousand dollars a week. That’s substantial money. I can’t turn it down.”


  In spite of David’s protests, I got the part I’d auditioned for on Mars: Base One, and we shot the pilot. As fate would have it, the pilot didn’t sell. We


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  “Heaven Holds the Ones I Love”


  I’ve spent my life


  Building castles of dreams


  Reaching for


  Each distant star


  As tears clear my eyes


  I finally realize


  Happiness is where you are


  And I’m still a part of you


  And you’re still a part of me


  I swear I’ll always celebrate


  Your memory


  You’ll live inside of me


  Heaven holds the ones I love


  I see your eyes twinkle in the skies above


  My hopes are floating in the clouds


  The wind repeats your name out loud


  Ohhh


  Heaven holds the ones I love


  At times I’m unsure


  Why our hearts must endure


  All the pain


  And such great loss


  But look what I’ve gained


  I feel your kiss in the rain


  It’s your smile I miss the most


  But I’m still a part of you


  And you’re still the biggest part of me


  And I swear I’ll always celebrate


  Your memory


  And trust what’s meant to be


  Heaven holds the ones I love


  I see your eyes twinkle in the skies above


  My hopes are floating in the clouds


  The wind repeats your name out loud


  Ohhh


  Heaven holds the ones I love


  And in my grief and disbelief


  One thing I know is true


  Every breath I take


  Brings me that much closer to you


  Heaven holds the ones I love


  I see your eyes twinkle in the skies above


  My hopes are floating in the clouds


  The wind repeats your name out loud


  Ohhh


  Heaven holds the ones I love


  LYRIC: LINDA THOMPSON
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