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            Prologue
Ella

         
         
            (Los Angeles, California, 1972)

         

         Hit the high note—go for the C, then drop to the lower register and scat: beep-da-bop, dab-do-dee, ZING! When I do that, I
            disappear into the rhythm. I don’t think about what comes next. My body, my muscles, and my skin know what to expect. I don’t
            need to do anything special. I only need to be in that moment, in that zone. You know how it feels to be perfect. The same
            goes for a musical note, a tempo, or a chord, a song that swings forever.
         

         
         Come on, girl. You’ve got this made in the shade.

         
         Melodies and lyrics play through my mind as effortlessly as my next breath. I am lost in the magic of sound and music, but
            I don’t stay in my bubble as long as I’d like.
         

         
         A breeze stirs. The tangy smell of my Imperial roses brushes the tip of my nose. I am in the backyard of my Beverly Hills
            home, sitting at the table on the patio in an iron chair with a red and white cushion beneath my bottom. It’s a sizable cushion.
            I have a sizable bottom, but that’s no nevermind.
         

         
         I’m enjoying the flowers and the sunshine, but it’s hot for April. The patio table’s umbrella saves me from sunstroke but not from the sweat on my forehead. 

         
         “Ella, do you want to do this out here?” The sliding glass door opens, and Georgiana, my cousin, emerges. She’s a colorful
            dresser in her long red vest, flowery blouse beneath, and navy-blue slacks. Neither one of us are spring chickens—we’re closing
            in on our mid-fifties. But unlike me, Georgiana doesn’t suffer from swollen ankles or such a roller-coaster ride on the bathroom
            scale. She’s steady as they come and twice as agile, carrying a serving tray with a large glass pitcher of iced tea, a couple
            of matching 12-ounce tumblers, and long-handled spoons. She loves the groovy swirl pitcher set she bought at Gimbels, which
            she tells me repeatedly each time she pulls it out of the cabinet. But I’m more interested in how much sugar and lemon are
            on the tray and why she sliced the banana cake so thin.
         

         
         “What’s all this for?”

         
         “Don’t act like you don’t know,” Georgiana snips. “I told you about this interview two weeks ago.”

         
         I knew about the interview. I just didn’t want to do it. “Interview? What kind of interview?”

         
         “Same kind you’ve done a thousand times before.” She places the tray on the table with a loud thud. I expect broken glass,
            but nothing shatters.
         

         
         “I don’t care how many interviews I’ve had, I never wanted to do a single one,” I say but am quickly resigned to my fate.
            “Who’s the interview for? What newspaper?”
         

         
         “Ms. magazine, and I told you all this, Ella.”
         

         
         “Tell me again.” My tone is harsher than I planned, which I can see by the shock in Georgiana’s eyes. “Pretty please, if you
            don’t mind.”
         

         
         “This interview is different. It’s not about you.”

         
         “Then why am I doing it?”

         
         “It’s about Marilyn.”

         
         My hand, which hovers over the banana cake, shakes. I lower it and glare at Georgiana, determined not to let on any more than
            I already have about what I am feeling. The idea of talking about Marilyn is upsetting. “Why can’t they let the dead rest
            in peace? Ten years in her grave, and her name is still on the tips of tongues in every corner of the globe.”
         

         
         Georgiana sighs with impatience. “It’s a special issue commemorating the tenth anniversary of Marilyn’s death and what’s changed
            in America since, and what hasn’t. Particularly for women.”
         

         
         “You mean for white women?”

         
         “Of course, white women,” Georgiana says without missing a beat. “But one of the cofounders is Negro. Dorothy Pittman Hughes.
            I checked.”
         

         
         “Why haven’t I seen this Ms. magazine on a newsstand?”
         

         
         “You haven’t visited a newsstand in decades. Besides, didn’t I say it’s new?” She fills a glass with iced tea. “If I didn’t
            say it, it is—brand new. But Gloria Steinem is the other cofounder, and folks in New York publishing are saying it’s gonna
            be the feminist voice of America.” Georgiana wanders from the table toward the flowerbed closest to the sliding doors. But
            she isn’t leaving. She’s poking at the vines, fiddling with the Imperial roses, touching the leaves and the petals like the
            flowers won’t bloom without her help—which makes no sense since they’ve bloomed just fine every year since I planted them.
         

         
         “It’s time women who have something to say have a place to say it,” Georgiana insists. She’s always trying to sound like a
            modern woman—while still bothering my roses. “Don’t you agree, Ella?”
         

         
         I ignore her question. “We have a gardener who takes care of the flowers, Georgiana. You don’t need to meddle.”

         
         My cousin gives me one of her sideways glances—which is damn hard to do when she’s not facing me. Even with her back turned,
            I can feel her withering glare. “Ms. is writing a huge spread in the August issue about Marilyn.”
         

         
         Her hand drops to her side. “I’m not going to harm your precious flowers.” She grabs the sliding door handle and jerks it
            so roughly that I fear she’ll pull it out of the grooves. “The reporter will be here any moment.”
         

         
         My stomach is in knots. “Don’t act as if it’s news that I dislike talking to reporters. I’ve never liked them.”

         
         “I thought you wouldn’t mind as much this time,” she says.

         
         “I am what I do, Georgiana. I sing. Drilling me about anything more than that is unnecessary. How I feel or felt about Marilyn
            is my business.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh, sure,” Georgiana grumbles. “Gloria Steinem isn’t someone to play around with, Ella. I mean, she is the new generation.
            It wouldn’t hurt for you to have your name appear in a magazine read by these young people.”
         

         
         I know she will not give in, but I refuse to give up.

         
         “The magazine may or may not last.” She glances over her shoulder. “That’s what Norman implied, but what you say about Marilyn
            will be remembered.”
         

         
         “When did you talk to Norman?”

         
         “The other day. He heard about the article and mentioned it.”

         
         Norman Granz had been my manager for decades and now lives in Switzerland, but he still keeps tabs on me. “So I guess I’d
            better come up with something to say.”
         

         
         Georgiana rolls her eyes. “Don’t be like that, Ella.”

         
         “Some things I can’t help.”

         
         I watch her walk away, open the sliding door, and step inside the house, and then I start thinking about Marilyn and how we met: the highs and the lows. 

         
         Imagine you are in a race, driving a Jaguar at Le Mans, the Grand Prix of Speed and Endurance. To stay ahead of the pack,
            you turn corners fearlessly, accelerating on the curves, pedal to the metal, and a flat-out sprint on the straightaway. The
            past can’t catch up when you move that fast. When you are on the go because you know if you stop, you lose.
         

         
         I don’t stop. Marilyn didn’t want to stop moving, either. Like me, she tried to leave the past on the fairway and the pain
            in her rearview. Like me, she wanted to keep beating back the memories we shared of lost mothers, evil stepfathers, orphanages,
            and early marriages that go bad so fast that you think they were a dream.
         

         
         I never wanted to remember the past. It IS a struggle to let go of such a large part of yourself. When I met Marilyn, I was
            somewhere between the past and present. I was the Queen of Jazz, and she was the Queen of the Silver Screen, but like any
            successful entertainer, the girl we show outside vastly differs from the girl behind closed doors.
         

         
         There was no reason for us to have met anywhere other than at the usual spots where the chosen of Hollywood and the music
            scene gathered—nightclubs, award shows, smoky back rooms where we let down our hair.
         

         
         But that was not the scene for us. Our meeting was not an accident or a publicity stunt; it was because of a song.

         
         It wasn’t roses and valentines at first. Not for me. I was too busy hanging on to a long-gone love and hiding my failure behind as many live performances or studio sessions as my manager could book. Still, somehow Marilyn found a way in. And I’m not easy. But that girl. Determination should’ve been her nickname. For I swear, she was something else. Reminded me of me. And I think, vice versa, until things, well, until things went haywire. 

         
         The doorbell rings. Georgiana opens the sliding glass door. “She’s here. Do you want me to stay?”

         
         I shove my hand into my skirt pocket and remove a pack of gum. “No, I’m fine. I know what I’m going to say. You tell that
            reporter she can come on out. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”
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Improvisation

         
         
            (1952–1954)

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Rough Ridin’
Ella

         
         
            (1952)

         

         “What are you doing, Ella?”

         
         Georgiana stands in my bathroom doorway with a question I plan to answer in a moment, but it’s hard for me after the night
            I’ve had not to go overboard. Too many emotions, too many serious thoughts, too much concern about her feelings, my feelings,
            and my husband, rolling around in my exhausted mind. So, I need parameters.
         

         
         Or perhaps, I should stop overthinking everything and answer her. “I am doing exactly what you see me doing, sitting on a
            stool in front of my vanity, putting on makeup.”
         

         
         My voice is too shrill, judging by Georgiana’s sourpuss expression (she looks like she has a piece of peanut brittle caught
            in her teeth). So, I apologize. “Sorry. Sorry. Just give me a few moments.”
         

         
         She waves a fistful of mail. “It’s high noon, and you’ve got letters to read and an appointment with a dress designer in Manhattan
            in two hours. Remember your new wardrobe? You can’t go to Europe looking like a ragamuffin.”
         

         
         I stare at her reflection in my vanity’s three-sided mirror. She is fashionably attired in a Chanel navy-blue suit, her hair styled in a short poodle cut, and the oversized pearl clip-on earrings are an enviable touch. Always buttoned up on the outside, that’s Georgiana. However, inside, she is a different kind of mess from me. 

         
         She strolls farther into the bathroom, eyes peeled, searching for who knows what. “Are you going to keep staring at yourself
            in the mirror or get ready?”
         

         
         “I just might,” I say defensively. With no performances to prepare for or recording sessions to rush to, I wouldn’t mind spending
            a day in my pink bathrobe with pink rollers in my hair. Honestly, I am too tired to move.
         

         
         Late last night, I returned from California and my fourth Jazz at the Philharmonic, or JATP, US tour. Unhinged after a long
            flight, an argument with Ray, my husband, and a sleepless night, Georgiana’s noon is far too early for me to be bright-eyed
            and bushy-tailed.
         

         
         I glare at my cousin. “Why are you always barging in on me? Bugging me. I don’t like it.”

         
         “It’s my job as your assistant to bug you. Besides, you don’t mind it one bit,” she says. “I’ve been barging in on you for
            twenty years.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t change the fact that I have a right to some privacy, Georgiana.”

         
         “Don’t we all,” she drawls, her gaze still surveying the bathroom as if she’s never seen it before.

         
         I had it redesigned a year ago after my husband and I split up for the umpteenth time. I count in my head quickly. It feels
            like the breakups happen every other week lately.
         

         
         As I muse, Georgiana stands next to the extra stool in the bathroom I keep for Ray (or should I say kept for Ray). She is squinting at the shower stall with a not-in-the-least-bit-subtle tilt of the head.
         

         
         Suddenly, I know what she’s up to. “Ray is not hiding behind the pink plastic curtain, Georgiana. So, you can stop searching,”
            I say with a voice as light as a feather. Unsurprisingly, I never sound as angry as I feel. I used to think I’d lose my gentle
            tone as I grew into womanhood. But it’s come in handy over the years, and now, at thirty-five, I can’t let it go.
         

         
         Looming behind me, Georgiana bends her knees, and I think she is about to hug me. She must’ve noticed I am a bit out of sorts.

         
         “What kind of lipstick is that?” She reaches over my shoulder, and I pass her the Revlon Raven Red. “Thanks.” She applies
            the color. “How do I look?”
         

         
         “Like a more dressed-up version of me—but a little thinner.”

         
         “Ella, please. Don’t start with that. It’s a beautiful day. Let’s not spoil it with your nonsense.”

         
         “I’m fine. Just big-boned, but at least I’m famous. Isn’t that what the reporter wrote in the Jet magazine article with that damn title: ‘Famous Fat Women’? People act like the way it was written, I should be honored to
            be included. Right?”
         

         
         Georgiana takes a seat on Ray’s stool. “Let’s not talk about that article again.”
         

         
         I snap shut the lid to my compact. “Why do reporters come up with the most tiresome topics?”

         
         Georgiana sighs loudly and drops the mail in her lap.

         
         After a long pause, I decide to change the subject. “I like your hair. That’s a cute style.”

         
         She shrugs. “Compliment me all you want. You still need to hurry.” She stacks the letters in her lap. “Are you feeling okay? I could hear you and Ray arguing in my room on the other side of the house.” 

         
         Goodness, gracious! Were we that loud? Her rooms are far away. As Ray calls it, my Tudor mansion is like most Tudor-style
            homes, with steeply pitched roofs, stonework, and a stucco facade. It also has many large rooms and long hallways. I needed
            the space for my family and extended family, not only for Georgiana, my mother’s sister Virginia Williams, and of course,
            my adopted son, Ray Jr., but also for visiting cousins, uncles, and aunts. I wanted everyone I loved under one sizable roof.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I say to Georgiana. “Sorry if we kept you up. We got into it about Ray Jr.” The frustration of the fight still
            holds my stomach in knots. I adore my son, but with my schedule, I scarcely see him. It drives me batty, and my husband knows
            it—and he also knows exactly where to poke.
         

         
         “How is it that Ray is on the road with the JATP tour or the Oscar Peterson Trio every other weekend but wags his finger at
            me as the reason we aren’t a family?” My lower lip quivers, and I bite down to stop it. “He says now I’ll get a taste of what
            he’s been going through for the past two years—me being too busy for him or our child.” I face Georgiana. “Is that true? Am
            I to blame?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Ella, but you do work a lot.”

         
         “Work? Singing is not a job to me. It is who I am, Georgiana. Why can’t anyone understand that? Ray won’t stop doing what
            he does best. Why should I?”
         

         
         “I don’t think he wants you to stop. Just slow down.”

         
         “Are you on his side? Then tell me, who’s going to pay the bills around here? Huh? Everyone in this house works for me. If I’m not working, how are you gonna get paid?” 

         
         Georgiana rolls her eyes. “Okay. Take it easy. You’re mad at Ray. Don’t take it out on me.”

         
         Why do I bother? No one understands. Not Georgiana and certainly not my husband.

         
         “Forget it. Let’s talk about something else.” I turn to the mirror, pick up my powder puff, and pat my cheeks a little too
            roughly. “What’s in the mail?”
         

         
         “Some bad news and some good news, or perhaps, I should say, interesting news.” Georgiana pulls a letter from the pile in
            her lap.
         

         
         “We heard from the Mocambo Club.”

         
         I freeze. The nightclub is the dream booking. The Los Angeles Sunset Strip is the new home of the hottest nightclub scene in America. But I can’t get a
            nibble. I square my shoulders, bracing myself for the news. “Go on, Georgiana. Rip off the Band-Aid.”
         

         
         “They’re booked for the next season, according to their manager. I also tried some of the other spots on the Strip, Ella.
            They’re all booked.”
         

         
         “As soon as they hear my name, I bet they are,” I say. “It would be easier to fight back if the reason was I’m Negro.” The
            catch in my throat is unplanned. “Dorothy, Sassy, Eartha, Lena. They’ve all played in those clubs. Singing jazz, blues, or
            show tunes, didn’t matter. What mattered is not one of them measured more than 36-24-36.”
         

         
         Georgiana is suddenly at my side, reaching for my hand, but I move it away. “I don’t need sympathy. I need to get booked in
            a club on the Sunset Strip.”
         

         
         “I have an idea.” She grips my hand anyway. “Let’s stop asking them. You are Lady Ella, the Queen of Jazz, everywhere in the United States, and soon all of Europe will know you after JATP’s upcoming overseas tour. You don’t need the Strip. They’ll be the oddballs when the rest of the world falls even more deeply in love with you.” 

         
         My heart warms. “You are an excellent cheerleader.”

         
         “Just reminding you of the truth. And next year, Norman Granz, Mr. JATP himself, has lined up Australia, Hawaii, and Japan.
            No place on the planet doesn’t want you, except for a few lousy nightclubs in Los Angeles. I don’t like to curse. It’s vulgar.
            But I say fuck ’em.”
         

         
         My laugh is small, but it’s there. “Okay, I hear you. So, I’ll just keep recording and performing wherever and whenever.”

         
         She smiles and lifts another envelope, tossing the Mocambo mail aside. “So, we can move on.”

         
         “Yes, we can,” I reply. “So, what is the good news?”

         
         “A letter from a Hollywood starlet.”

         
         “A what? A fan? Do they want me to autograph an album cover or something?”

         
         “Not autograph,” Georgiana says. “She needs your help.”

         
         “My help, huh? Who is it, and what kind of help do they want?”

         
         “It’s Marilyn Monroe, and she wants you to teach her how to sing.”

         
         “Marilyn, who?” I narrow my eyes at Georgiana. She has to be kidding. “Do you mean that blonde girl, Marilyn Monroe?”

         
         “No, the opera singer Marilyn Monroe.” Georgiana makes a face. “Yes, that Monroe. The one in the movie with Bette Davis. All About Eve. You said you liked it. You thought she was funny in that party scene.”
         

         
         “Yeah. Yeah. I remember, but I can’t help her.”

         
         “Why not?” she asks with surprising disappointment in her tone. “She just wants you to teach her how to sing.”

         
         “I can’t do that,” I reply. “I’m self-taught. Never taken a singing lesson in my life. Which you already know. If she wants
            to learn, she’d best look inside her heart, into her soul, if she has one. That’s where she’ll find her voice. Besides, are
            you sure this isn’t a publicity stunt?”
         

         
         “I don’t think so. It’s handwritten on what looks like personal stationery.” She flashes the letter at me, pointing to the
            engraved initials and names. “Is that what you want me to tell her?”
         

         
         “Don’t tell her anything. If anyone asks, we’ll pretend her little note got lost in the mail. Besides, I bet she forgets she
            wrote it. Some late-night dare, I wager, at one of those Beverly Hills parties with too much liquor and who knows what other
            stuff. Just throw it away.”
         

         
         Georgiana presses her lips into a line. “That would be a mistake. You should reply.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “She says you’re her favorite singer, and what harm would it do to say sorry but no thanks—in a kind way.”

         
         I look at her, thinking, What the heck? “This doesn’t sound like the cousin I know and love.” I raise a brow. “Unless you’re a Marilyn Monroe fan.”
         

         
         “What if I am.”

         
         I chuckle. “I still wish you wouldn’t answer it.”

         
         She huffs. “What do you always say—anyone with the money to purchase one of your albums is someone you want to know.”

         
         I reach into my skirt pocket and remove my pack of Wrigley’s spearmint. “I’ve seen her in one film with Bette Davis. I like
            Davis but wouldn’t teach her how to sing either.” I pop a stick of gum into my mouth.
         

         
         “I’m still going to send her a note.” Georgiana smacks her lips. “There is no need for Miss Monroe to know you couldn’t take the time to turn her down politely.” She stuffs the letter back into the envelope. 

         
         “Do whatever you wish.” I remove my hair rollers as if the plastic has caught on fire. “What’s next?”

         
         “You getting dressed so we can make it to Manhattan and the dress designer on time.” She gathers the envelopes in her lap
            and rises.
         

         
         “Give me fifteen minutes. Okay?”

         
         She sighs. “Promises. Promises.”

         
          

         We make it to Chez Zelda dress shop before it closes. And as soon as I step inside the midtown Manhattan boutique, my nervousness
            about dress fittings and designers takes over. The Sunset Strip and Marilyn Monroe fall from my thoughts.
         

         
         I love clothes but not fancy dress-up designer clothes. I am an off-the-rack kind of woman, except for my fur stoles and mink
            coats. At five foot five, I wear a size 18, and most high-priced dress designers frown as soon as I walk through their pearly
            gates.
         

         
         Chez Zelda proclaims she isn’t one of them. As soon as we enter her shop, she tells me that a full-figured woman is just another
            client for whom she can create beautiful clothes. “They’ll look as good on you as anyone else, including those mannequins
            over there.”
         

         
         After a few minutes, I whisper in Georgiana’s ear that I don’t mind being treated like a human pincushion by someone as talented
            and respectful as Chez Zelda.
         

         
         Her full name is Zelda Wynn Valdes, a much sought-after dress and costume designer. She is one of the first Negroes to own such a boutique in Manhattan. Add to that, she is also president of the New York City chapter of the National Association of Fashion and Accessory Designers, founded by Mary McLeod Bethune. Georgiana gave me her credentials during the ride to Midtown. But what impresses me is her quick smile and straightforward manner; she has a new fan. 

         
         After a few hours of measuring and lessons on sequins and satin, Georgiana and I prepare to leave when Dorothy Dandridge strolls
            into the shop. After a friendly greeting, she explains she’s in town from the West Coast for a photoshoot.
         

         
         Pretty as a picture, she never means any harm, but today was the wrong time to share her opinions about the Mocambo Club.

         
         “It’s a crime that I’ve performed at a nightclub on Sunset Strip before you—considering you’re the Queen of Jazz.”

         
         “Yes, it’s an injustice.” I hope my small smile hides my clenched teeth.

         
         I feel Georgiana watching me. I glance at her, confirming my intuition. She raises an eyebrow, her stern mouth a warning.

         
         When I get riled up, I can misbehave with the best of them, and I am inches from asking Miss Dandridge if it has crossed her
            mind that her size-6 figure, her shade of Negro, and her come-hither lips played a role in her getting hired at the Mocambo
            Club.
         

         
         Georgiana suddenly appears beside me, apologizing for our abrupt departure as she nudges me toward the door.

         
         After giving Dorothy a quick smile, a quicker hug, and a hope-to-see-you-soon wave, Georgiana and I are on the sidewalk heading
            toward the limo.
         

         
         “That is one of the reasons you don’t have many friends, Ella.”

         
         “I didn’t say anything.”

         
         “Oh yes, you did. Everything you wanted to say was right there in your eyes.”

         
         I wrinkle my nose. Georgiana isn’t wrong, but some things a girl can’t help. So, I don’t look at her. Instead, I keep my head
            down and count the cracks on the sidewalk until we reach the car.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            All about Eve
Marilyn

         
         
            (1952)

         

         A car waits for Marilyn outside, and she’s almost ready to leave.

         
         She picks up her Max Factor Coral Glow red lipstick, lines her lips the way she’s done since she was thirteen, and then flashes
            mascara on her long lashes. It didn’t take much to transform herself back then, just like now. There is something in the attitude
            of Norma Jean when she is Marilyn that drives grown men to pant like wolves and women to hiss like snakes.
         

         
         There’s a smear of crimson on her brilliant white teeth. She blots the excess on a tissue, then makes a kissy face with a
            loud smack that always causes her to giggle.
         

         
         “I’m Marilyn Monroe.” The name drips from her ruby-painted lips like sensual, melty chocolate or decadent champagne. A name
            that isn’t easily forgotten—at least not now. People thought her career was made in the shade. But every role, no matter how
            small, was a hard-won fight through the thick rays of sunlight.
         

         
         There’d been a time—years in fact—when she’d been a starving actress, crying alone in her rented room after not one, not two, but many cynics had told her she wasn’t photogenic enough, not talented enough. 

         
         Forgettable.

         
         They judged her, categorized her, and filed her away. Stuck her new self into a box with her old self, as if there were no
            distinction. She felt lonely those days. A lot like she had when she was in the orphanage or living as a “free servant”—what
            happened to most children in the foster care system—in the house of those who said they’d care for her.
         

         
         But she was forgotten there too.

         
         And then something happened. Just the right amount of publicity—and not the kind that most of these girls crave, the bad kind—and
            now she eats filet mignon whenever she wants. But only if she keeps Norma Jean put away, only if she keeps her true self a
            secret.
         

         
         Marilyn picks out a pair of four-inch white pumps from her shoe rack and slips them on. They match well with her form-fitting
            white dress.
         

         
         This woman, this Marilyn, must persist as the image of what everyone wants. Platinum blonde, with bouncing luscious hair.
            Lips parted and a throaty, infectious laugh. Blue eyes wide, innocent, inviting. Curves, legs, breasts. Painted fingernails
            and toes. Silky skin. However they envision a sex goddess—even if she never graces their sheets.
         

         
         She gives the wolves an A for effort but an F for everything else. Scoundrels.

         
         A last look in the mirror shows she’s dressed to perfection.

         
         Despite the imaginary box, Norma Jean is still there, grasping at the edges of whatever she can hold, peering through the cracks of the carton she places herself in, waiting for the day, the hour, that she can come out and be herself. The hours when she curls up with a book, craving to learn something new. The minutes when, for just a second, the pressure of being someone else slips off her shoulders like water after a hot, perfumed bath, and there she stands naked and pure. 

         
         Then again, maybe she doesn’t want to be Norma Jean anymore. That girl holds onto a wealth of sadness. A history that carved
            its way into her bones, creating a map of one sorrow after another. But as Marilyn, she can take all the best pieces of herself
            and the new ones she makes up, and voilà, there she is.
         

         
         Desired by everyone. A woman other women want to be. A woman men want to make love to. An idol for girls practicing smudging
            color on their lips, and a poster on the wall for young boys just learning about desire.
         

         
         Marilyn grabs her purse, opens the clasp to check the contents, drops in her tube of lipstick, and then closes it up.

         
         Norma Jean has big dreams. Has imagined herself a star since she visited her mother at work, cutting film. From the click
            of a photographer’s camera after she was discovered working at the Radioplane factory—doing her bit during the war—to the
            offer for a small part in a film. Little pieces of a puzzle that fit themselves carefully into place. No one can say she hasn’t
            struggled to get to this point. Schmoozing with top execs, laughing off their not-so-subtle innuendoes, sliding their roving
            hands away from her body. One rejection after another, making a staircase to the yesses she needed. The recognition that she
            is somebody—not just plain Norma Jean, another dumb blonde trying to make it in Hollywood.
         

         
         Marilyn spritzes on one more spray of Chanel No. 5, then makes her way to the front door. She picks up the envelope addressed to Ella Fitzgerald from the table in the foyer. The third one she’s written. 

         
         Marilyn loves music. Wishes she sang better. When she belts out the lyrics in her living room to her favorite songs, tunes
            by Ella, Billie, Doris, Frank, and Sammy Davis Jr.—who she had a little bit of a fling with once—her singing sounds better
            than in front of an audience when her voice squeaks. And then the stutter she’s worked so hard to fix threatens to come whirling
            back, and Marilyn fades as Norma Jean’s reticent face peeks through.
         

         
         But she’s been offered a part in a new movie—Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. It’s a musical comedy that could make or break her career. She wants to nail the singing. She can do it too. She knows she
            can if she studies singers like Ella Fitzgerald.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Miss Fitzgerald,

                  A-tisket, A-tasket,

                  I hope you find my letter in your basket . . .

               

            

         
         *  *  *

         Marilyn smiles for the cameras outside NBC studios after recording live “Statement in Full,” the one-woman show from Hollywood Star Playhouse. She waves at no one in particular, making everyone think she’s there just for them. Working a crowd is a skill she excels
            at.
         

         
         She’s been nervous about a live radio show. When she films motion pictures, she can retake scenes until they shine. Then, if she messes up a line or her nerves make her stutter, she can start again. But live? It’s one and done. She listens to Ella’s interviews, but surprisingly Ella sounds uncomfortable talking to reporters, even about music. Mostly, she showed Marilyn what not to do. 

         
         Nevertheless, Marilyn nails it. Soon, everyone will know she’s a good actress on film and on the radio.

         
         “Marilyn! Marilyn!” the reporters call over each other like hungry hogs.

         
         “Thank you all so much,” she replies, heading toward the waiting cab to take her home.

         
         “Marilyn, is it true you’re dating Joe DiMaggio?” The question stalls her as images of the tall, charming ballplayer she’s
            real gone over flash in her mind.
         

         
         “He’s a wonderful man, and I hear he was a good ballplayer too,” she teases with the truth. She hadn’t even known who he was
            when he’d picked her up for dinner on their first date.
         

         
         To find out that he was famous had been a hoot. Joe had gotten a kick out of her obliviousness, telling her it was endearing.

         
         She wishes Joe was here now to celebrate the recording with her, but he’s already returned to New York.

         
         “Marilyn, are you going to join Joe in New York?”

         
         She loves New York. Brooklyn in particular. She thinks about the Brooklyn Bridge and how it is the most fascinating bridge
            she’s ever seen, with a history that is captivating.
         

         
         “I’ve got a film to prepare for in L.A. But maybe next week when I’m the grand marshal for the Miss America pageant in New
            Jersey.” She’s excited about the dress she’s been fitted for. Sexy and stylish, it’s quintessentially Marilyn Monroe and makes
            her feel beautiful.
         

         
         “If you were a contestant, you’d steal the show.”

         
         Marilyn swings her gaze in the direction of the voice. “Aren’t you a doll?”

         
         “When is DiMaggio coming out to see you next?”

         
         “Oh, I don’t know.” They only want a time stamp to mark their calendars to stalk her. “I doubt his manager will let him leave whenever he wants.” She flashes a dazzling smile, and lightbulbs flash. 

         
         “Marilyn, how do you feel about Jane Russell making significantly more than you on your next film?” This reporter’s question
            stuns Marilyn, leaving her momentarily speechless.
         

         
         She hadn’t heard how much Jane was making before. Someone shouts a number. If it’s true, Jane’s salary is significantly higher—so
            much so that Marilyn feels like she just got punched in the kisser.
         

         
         Marilyn had met her costar and found her to be swell. Jane is statuesque, an Amazon practically, with glossy brown hair and
            confident hazel eyes. On set, when they’d gone in to do their first reading, Jane was so friendly, almost like a big sister.
            After spending hours with Natasha, Marilyn’s acting coach, prepping to film, Jane only added to the smoothness of the scenes
            with her calm voice and confident elegance.
         

         
         Even as these thoughts run through her mind, Marilyn keeps composed, her signature smile hangs in place. Yet, inside, she
            is fuming.
         

         
         “Jane is swell. I’m excited to make the picture with her.” Marilyn isn’t going to let them know she is reeling. The reason
            the reporter told her was to get a rise. They all want a rise. Drama sells papers, just like sex does.
         

         
         There’s a spike in her heart rate—time to go.

         
         Marilyn blows a kiss and climbs into the car, pressing her hands briefly to the cool leather of the seat. She then waves to
            the crowd as they all swarm around the cab, scrambling for a view inside. They’ve evolved from hogs to rabid vultures trying
            to tear off a piece of roadkill.
         

         
         She’s still thinking about Jane and the reporters when she arrives home. A letter waits for her in the mailbox. The return label is one she knows well. She’s written several times to Ella, and this is the first time she’s gotten a letter back. 

         
         Ella Fitzgerald.

         
         Marilyn smiles and barely reaches the front door as she tears into the sealed envelope and pulls out the handwritten note.

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Marilyn,

                  You are persistent. I’ll give you that.

               

            

         
         Marilyn reads the note over and over, absorbing the words written by Ella’s cousin, Georgiana, who’s signed her name in the
            postscript as having written on Miss Fitzgerald’s behalf.
         

         
          

         Writing a letter is one of the most intimate things a person can do. It’s why Marilyn scribbles in her journals. It helps
            her discover who she is when she’s not in front of a camera and work through the thoughts constantly jumbling in her mind.
         

         
         In her letters to Ella, she shares bits and pieces of herself and hopes it will allow Ella to trust her enough to write back.
            Marilyn is an optimist.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Ella,

                  Last night I was laying in my living room, listening to your record and it made me think of the time I was married. I was
                     too young to be married to James. What do any of us know at sixteen besides thinking we know everything?
                  

                  The good news is that I’m not sixteen anymore, and if I feel like falling head over heels, maybe with a ballplayer, then I will. 

                  What do you think about love?

                  Marilyn

               

            

         
         Ella’s reply is seven words: That is a question I can’t answer.

         
         Marilyn is surprised at Ella’s answer given how she sings about love. The next response to Marilyn is longer, and the one
            after that longer still.
         

         
         Though they’ve never met, Marilyn believes that it will happen one day soon.

         
         When Marilyn listens to her sing—the voice, the notes, the rhythm, the style—Ella is an open book. Marilyn thinks she understands
            her. No one can sing like that unless they are a caring, creative, and talented artist, committed to their work to the depth
            of their soul. Isn’t that what Georgiana wrote in her first note—that to learn how to sing she has to find her voice inside
            her soul?
         

         
         When Marilyn meets Ella, that’s what she’ll show her—that she is that same kind of woman.

         
         Marilyn realizes when she jots down those notes to Ella, she isn’t Marilyn Monroe, the glamorous movie star. Marilyn is . . .
            just herself. Part Marilyn and part Norma Jean. A woman with a heart and dreams searching for someone who’ll listen to her
            jokes, not correct her diction, not doubt her intelligence, not stare at her breasts, not wait on her next breathy syllable
            when she really doesn’t have a damn thing to say. No, she enjoys having an old-fashioned friend, a pen pal—even if she doesn’t
            always write back personally. Ella fits the bill just fine.
         

         
         After writing down everything that has happened since the last time she’s written, Marilyn puts a stamp on the front and runs out to her mailbox, her kitten heels clicking on the pavement. 

         
         The envelope slides easily into the slot, and her heart does a little shuffle kick in her chest.

         
         She stares up at the blue California sky and breathes in deeply at the bougainvillea and birds-of-paradise planted along the
            perimeter of the apartment complex. There’d been a time she didn’t think her dreams would come true. When she’d wondered if
            maybe all the things she wanted in the world were too far out of reach. But now, she can’t stop smiling. She presses a hand
            to her chest and sighs.
         

         
         Everything is falling into place in life and love.

         
         Her career is flying higher and higher—despite the monetary setback. She isn’t acting in bit parts anymore, and no more talking
            heads. She is a star in the picture, alongside greats.
         

         
         And she has a new goal. One hundred thousand dollars per picture. And one day, a million. The sky is the limit. And now she
            has to get ready for her dance class. Stars aren’t simply born; they are made.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Real Thing Comes Along
Ella

         
         
            (1952)

         

         Temperance “Tempi” Fitzgerald. My mom had a great stage name and could’ve been on Broadway, booked at the Cotton Club, singing
            at any swing nightspot in Harlem. She had tremendous talent. Not that she sang or danced much around the house, but when she
            cut loose—be it a chorus of the Boswell Sisters’ “It’s the Girl” or a shimmy into a Charleston or the “Black Bottom Stomp”—she
            set the world on fire. Or at least she heated the floorboards of the kitchenette in Yonkers.
         

         
         The few times I recall smiling under the age of fifteen were because of my mama.

         
         I wonder what kept her from making it to the bigs.

         
         Too poor.

         
         Too uneducated.

         
         Too unlucky.

         
         All of the above.

         
         Or was it that sad old story: too many poor choices when it came to men?

         
         Why blame a man? Why not? They kill a dream every time. Stepfathers. Husbands. Bandmates. Not all, but enough of them. Still,
            I believed with all my heart and soul that when I found a good man—like when I fell for Ray—who loved me, and I loved back—I’d
            keep him no matter what. Never give him up. I certainly never thought I’d ever consider giving up on Ray, except we can’t
            seem to find a middle ground, a place where I can be the jazz singer I am, and Ray, the bass player he’s always been—one of
            the best around.
         

         
         But somehow, we only see eye to eye when we’re on stage.

         
         He’s an amicable man. Doesn’t like to quarrel. Oh, but when we quarrel, he’ll walk away in the middle of an argument, going
            off alone when things get too heated between us. Trouble is, lately, there’s no heat. No fiery anger, no blazing lovemaking.
            Nothing but polite conversation or no conversation at all.
         

         
         Why does love turn into ashes before anyone notices the barn is burning down? It’s a shame.

         
         A bump. Another bump. My fingers clench the armrest. Suddenly, the dream ends. My stomach drops. The engine growls like a
            lazy lion. I open my eyes. Blink once, twice. The thick mist that clouds my vision clears as I look out the small, oval window.
         

         
         I exhale my relief.

         
         I am not falling out of the sky. I am on a transatlantic Pan Am flight that departed fifteen hours ago from Idlewild Airport
            in New York City. Now, finally, we are landing at London Airport.
         

         
         Nothin’ but blue skies ahead.

         
         Norman Granz’s JATP has completed the first leg of its first European tour, and as the plane pulls into its gate, the band lets out a collective cheer. 

         
         However, I am drowning in guilt.

         
         Oddly, some of this has to do with Marilyn Monroe. She has written me once a week, and I have yet to respond to a single letter.
            That is Georgiana’s job. But guilt piles up, and the weight of it presses down on my shoulders, feels like a foot on my neck,
            an anvil on my chest. My failing marriage, the time I don’t spend with my little boy, and my hectic recording and performance
            schedule. How do I apologize when I am what I do, and what I do is sing? Still, why do I keep failing the ones I love?
         

         
         A week ago, I needed a pick-me-up and wandered into Georgiana’s office in the house in Queens, grabbed a handful of Marilyn’s
            letters from the top desk drawer, and started reading. My cousin had remarked several times that Marilyn had a keen sense
            of humor. I was hoping for something to make me smile.
         

         
         However, those letters were so damn candid. Uncomfortably so in spots. Monroe has serious man problems too, from husbands
            to boyfriends to crazy dads. And if I read one more sentence about Joe DiMaggio . . . I swear.
         

         
         Then there are the other things she wrote about. Some of which I had to read twice.

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Ella,

                  The civil rights movement is one of the most important issues in America right now. The fight against school segregation is
                     a battle that must be won. Frankly, I wish people weren’t so patient . . .
                  

               

            

         
         There she was, claiming to be a supporter of the movement. It’s such a Hollywood thing to do or say. So, I’m not that sure about her sincerity. On the other hand, most Americans, Black or white, don’t know my stand on civil rights. Of course, since I am Negro, they assume I support everything the NAACP has to say. And I do, but I don’t discuss my opinions publicly. Civil rights are too serious a subject to share with every Tom, Dick, and nosy reporter whose primary interest is shaming you for this, that, or the other. 

         
         Still, I wonder if I should give Marilyn the benefit of the doubt. She could have a manager or a publicist like mine who forbids
            her to talk about civil rights to the press. “They aren’t here for your opinions on politics.” Those words belong to my publicist,
            Hazel Wicks.
         

         
         Marilyn might be “advised” to keep her mouth shut when a subject matters more than what might be printed in Walter Winchell’s
            syndicated column or Jet magazine’s “Society” pages.
         

         
         The first letters to her written by me are brief. Little more than handwritten notes that Marilyn seems to cherish. But they
            include nothing that wouldn’t appear in DownBeat magazine.
         

         
         The plane has stopped moving. Everyone prepares to disembark. We have another flight to catch, but first a layover at London
            Airport.
         

         
         I snap my purse shut, making sure the latch is closed correctly. I don’t want to lose any of the letters accidentally. Not
            the ones she’s written to me or those I must mail to her.
         

         
          

         Reporters are waiting for us as we descend onto the tarmac. Not a crowd of them, but enough photographers and journalists to put a smile on everyone’s face (except mine), including Norman’s. Frankly, I am glad to see him smile. He and his wife, Loretta, had been having disagreements over the care of her disabled daughter from a previous marriage. He’d wept in front of me about it that day, surprised the heck out of me. I didn’t know he cried. 

         
         “Isn’t this impressive?” Standing beside me, Norman lifts his chin at the two photographers, who rush toward us with their
            press caps and notepads.
         

         
         “I’m glad we’re in London. True jazz lovers live here,” he says, moving toward the cameras as a crowd gathers—bystanders and
            passersby trying to figure out who he is and why he’s traveling with a group of Negroes, I imagine. At least until they spot
            the musical instruments the band members carry.
         

         
         By then, I hear Norman say one sentence loud and clear: “This tour is a dream come true.”

         
         The others move in. Georgiana, the Oscar Peterson Trio (which includes Oscar; my estranged husband, Ray; and Irving Ashby),
            and the rest of the band—Flip Phillips, Lester Young, Hank Jones, and Max Roach, but we don’t have much to say to the reporters.
         

         
         After, the group is led down a long corridor to a room with a sign on the door that reads British Customs Office. “Why aren’t
            we going through the same line as the other passengers?” I ask Georgiana as we hurry to keep pace with the men.
         

         
         “Maybe they have a special room for entertainers,” she reasons, sounding none too confident.

         
         When we enter, several men in uniform, wearing white gloves and stern expressions, stand behind a long counter. Norman is
            chatting with Oscar at the front of the line when he is interrupted.
         

         
         “Boy.” One of the men in uniform points at Oscar. “Put your bag on the table and open it.”

         
         The murmur of conversation stops. The word “boy” is spoken with a tone that carries a lifetime of disrespect. The men in the band are on alert. Georgiana and I cling to each other subconsciously. We know a bad situation when it smacks us between the eyes. 

         
         The British customs officers rifle through the luggage, instrument cases, and overnight bags. “Empty your pockets.”

         
         The band turns them inside out.

         
         “You carrying any drugs? Weed?”

         
         “Do you normally ask that question?” Norman’s tone is deadly. Things are no longer routine.

         
         “Is this necessary?” Oscar adds, but the customs officials ignore him.

         
         Norman asks, “How come you aren’t checking for drugs in the luggage of the other Americans on the flight? Just the Negroes.”

         
         I step forward, placing my bag in front of the officials, but one of the men turns to whisper in the ear of the man next to
            him.
         

         
         “We’ll need to take you aside for the physical search of your person.”

         
         “Her what?” Georgiana’s voice is loud. “You want to do what to her?”

         
         “You as well, miss.”

         
         Norman is at my side immediately. “What are you asking of these women?”

         
         I am shaking badly. We have traveled all this way to come face-to-face with this. I am heartbroken and so angry I could spit.

         
         “A body search,” Oscar murmurs.

         
         “Cancel the concerts!” Norman yells. “If this is what we must be subjected to, cancel the performances. Every damn one of them.” 

         
         He slams shut the bags, luggage, and instrument cases remaining on the counter. Paces before the band members, lifting items
            and handing them to their owners. “Let’s go. Let’s get out of here.”
         

         
         Another official appears from a back office and approaches Norman, hands raised in apology. They step aside for a few minutes,
            and the next thing I know, we are finished with British Customs.
         

         
         I wish I could say Norman rarely loses his cool, but when it comes to Jim Crow, no matter where we run into it, he loses all
            sense of chill every time. I’m glad too. I don’t have the stomach for it. Seen too much of it. Besides, he’s white and can
            get away with public outrage over prejudice and hate. Doesn’t work like that for the Negro.
         

         
          

         Our European JATP tour is a twelve-city sweep. We are in Oslo, Norway, a week into the tour, performing at the sold-out Victoria
            Theater and Concert Hall.
         

         
         The concertgoers shout words like “superb,” “sublime,” and “spectacular.” And as we leave the stage, the band and I couldn’t
            agree more. What a night. What a glorious night.
         

         
          

         After the show, I sit on a velvet-cushioned stool in my private dressing room. I am exhilarated and exhausted, but the tiredness
            is delicious, the kind of sensation that comes after a phenomenal set. I feel powerful, like a force of nature, until I glimpse
            my reflection in the mirror and gasp.
         

         
         My eye makeup is smeared, and my foundation is gone, wiped away during the second song, when I also sweat out the curls in my hair. Now, my edges are rough as barbed wire. I look a sight, as limp as a wet dishrag. 

         
         A knock on the door. It’s Georgiana. “Yes, dear. What is it?”

         
         The door opens, and she leans in but doesn’t enter. “There’s a man who wants to meet you, Ella.”

         
         “Are you kidding me?” I glare at her, dumbfounded. We always get these requests after a show and refuse them out of hand.
            “Unless his name is Sinatra, Nat King Cole, or he’s the reincarnation of Chick Webb, the answer is no way, and you should
            know better.”
         

         
         “I do, but he’s a friend of the concert hall’s owner who asked Norman for a favor, which Norman okayed. So, just a quick hello,
            and you’re done.”
         

         
         I am drenched, sweating through every pore and every bead on my beaded dress. “I need a shower and a change of clothes.” I
            wipe my brow for emphasis. “So, again, no—not tonight. We’ll be here tomorrow.”
         

         
         “He won’t be. He’s a busy man. And Norman doesn’t make idle promises. So, I’ll tell him twenty minutes.” It’s as if I hadn’t
            opened my mouth. “His name is Larsen. He’s an agent for artists. I mean painters, sculptors, and such.”
         

         
         “I won’t spend more than five minutes with him. So keep an eye on your watch.”

         
         “Be ready in twenty minutes. I’ll keep him busy until then.”

         
         I open my mouth to say it will take me more than twenty minutes to rise from the vanity stool—that’s how tired I am—but she’s
            already closed the door.
         

         
         Moving as fast as I can, I am thankful for the shower stall and the navy-blue cocktail dress with sequins and a plunging neckline created by Chez Zelda. It’s easy to slip on and out of. After I’m done with this guy, I am off to the hotel for room service and sleep. 

         
         Twenty minutes later, the dressing room door opens. Georgiana steps aside, and this Larsen fella enters. The first thing I
            notice is that he’s tall. I fear my neck will cramp looking up at him.
         

         
         “Good evening,” he says, removing his fedora. Then holding it and something else in the same hand, he bows deeply. When he
            unfolds, he reaches out to shake my hand, I presume, and I go for it, but he gently grasps my fingertips and kisses my knuckles
            instead of the back of my hand because I panicked and made a fist.
         

         
         “Oh, sorry.” And oh, I wasn’t gonna punch you, I almost add, but don’t.
         

         
         “Miss Fitzgerald, it is an honor to meet you. I am thrilled you had a moment for me. I don’t want to take up too much of your
            time, but—your voice is dazzling. The most magnificent experience of my life is listening to you sing and watching you perform.
            You are a gift from heaven.”
         

         
         His accent is adorable, and his words are too flattering but appreciated. “No. No. That’s all right. Thank you.”

         
         We both stand awkwardly, a few feet apart, facing each other and smiling. I am considering inviting him to sit at the table,
            although if I do, our short meeting will take much longer than five minutes, which might not be such a bad idea. He did call my performance dazzling.
            “You do know how to flatter a woman. But you left out something.”
         

         
         He looks stricken. “Oh, my, do tell. What did I miss? Whatever it is, I apologize and will correct it immediately.”

         
         “Your name. You know mine. Georgiana told me Larsen. But what is your full name?”

         
         He laughs, and I am abruptly aware of his features: blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, and his white skin, which isn’t too
            pale. He must spend time in the sun.
         

         
         “I am Thor—Thor Einar Larsen.”

         
         I frown to keep from laughing out loud. “Thor. That’s an unusual name.”

         
         “Not for a Norwegian, particularly not one of Viking descent.”

         
         An ear-to-ear grin threatens my cheeks. “You’re a Viking? I’ve never met a Viking.”

         
         “Then I am pleased to be your first.” He raises his hand, the one in which he holds the fedora. “Do you mind if I rest this
            on the table?”
         

         
         He does but is still holding something else. Something I recognize. “I swear my eyes must be deceiving me.”

         
         “I didn’t want to risk showing this to you with a crowd around us. It is one of the reasons I was anxious to meet you privately.”
            He looks at the record in his hand and then back at me. “I hope you won’t mind. But I would love for you to sign this.”
         

         
         I step closer, my hands trembling. “It’s an original. Yes?”

         
         He nods, his eyes shining with pride. “The original in the original Decca Records sleeve.”

         
         “My first recording with Decca, 1938. ‘A-Tisket, A-Tasket.’” I look into his eyes. “How? Where?”

         
         “Seventeen years ago. I purchased two copies. I knew I would meet you one day, so I saved this one and kept it pristine for
            your signature.”
         

         
         “Oh, my.” I place my hand over my pounding heart. “I am speechless.”

         
         “I have been your biggest fan from the first moment I heard this record.”

         
         My hands fall to my sides. “Of course, I will sign it.”

         
         I walk to the table, sensing him behind me, and move aside some odds and ends, making a clean spot. I find a pen in my purse
            and beg my fingers to stop shaking. “You are a true fan,” I say with heartfelt gratitude.
         

         
         After I scribble my name on the jacket cover, I go to hand him the record, but our gazes meet, and neither of us looks away.

         
         “I’m leaving tomorrow on pressing business in Paris. But I will still be in town during your Paris concert dates. If your
            schedule permits, we could meet for a cup of coffee. I can’t imagine this being our first and only face-to-face conversation.”
         

         
         The tingling in my stomach is such a girlish reaction. I am embarrassed by my sudden shyness. I don’t know this man and shouldn’t
            be blushing because of his looks and charm. And where is Georgiana? Five minutes have come and gone twice over.
         

         
         “You are an artist’s agent?”

         
         He steps back. In his eyes, I can see he has taken my not answering his question as a rejection of his invitation.

         
         “Yes. I work with European galleries for Scandinavian painters and other artists.” He picks up his hat and the album from
            the table. “So, you’ve asked around about me?”
         

         
         “I . . . I mean, my assistant . . .” Now, why am I so nervous, stammering like a schoolgirl?

         
         “Don’t worry. Rumors and facts follow me like strays.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Since you asked around, you might’ve heard that in certain circles . . . of women, I am known as a gigolo.”

         
         “Excuse me?” What kind of honesty is this? “You misunderstood me. I did not ask anyone about your personal affairs.”
         

         
         “Then I may have made my confession prematurely.”

         
         I swear a smirk just curled the corner of his mouth.

         
         “I am a bachelor who has had some intriguing dalliances with several women. Some are very wealthy. But I am a good man. A
            decent fellow.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to shock you, but if I have, my apologies, and I hope you will still consider my invitation. I would love to
            get to know you better.” He reaches into his coat pocket. “This is my business card. There is a phone number. My service always
            knows where I can be reached. Just give them your name, and they will alert me to your call.” His fingers touch my palm as
            he places the card in my hand. “There’s also an address. Perhaps we can correspond as well, Miss Fitzgerald.”
         

         
         My mouth is dry, but I clear my throat and find the words. “Thor, please. Call me Ella.”

         
         “Ella. Until we meet again.”

         
         I stare at the closed door after he leaves. Why do I find him so intriguing?

         
         A handsome face, an original copy of my first recorded hit
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