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Dedication

FOR THE DI VITTORIOS,

WITH LOVE





Epigraph

They were somethin’.

—TINA SINATRA, DAUGHTER OF FRANK SINATRA

He would never get her out of his system, nor would she ever truly get him out of hers.

—JAMES KAPLAN, BIOGRAPHER
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Prologue

Frank

Every important moment of my life could be measured in notes and captured by a song. That was never truer than the first night I saw her across the room, belonging to someone else.

As the brass finished and the lights went up, I stepped away from the mic. Cheers and whistles peppered the audience in the smoke-hazed room of the Hollywood Palladium. I mopped my brow and drank deeply from a water glass, parched after the set.

“Alright, boys, see you in twenty,” Tommy said, bandleader and boss. He laid his trombone on his chair.

The orchestra wiped down their instruments, put them carefully in their cases before seeing about a refreshment or two. I ordered a drink from a cute waitress who batted her eyes at me and asked for my autograph. I obliged. I was never one to turn away a fan, never would be.

Whiskey in hand, I skirted the room, saying hello to those I knew and to anyone important, but really wasn’t I the most important person here? They’d all come to hear me sing, after all. I’d taken Tommy Dorsey’s Band to new heights and no one could deny it, not even Tommy, who still acted as if I should be kissing his ring in gratitude for the chance to tour with them. But it was my name the bobby-soxers screamed while waiting in a line that wrapped the building of every club or concert hall—not his.

I spotted Mickey Rooney across the room, Hollywood royalty and MGM’s number one star, and headed toward him. One of these days I hoped to be taken seriously as an actor, too.

“Hiya, Mickey,” I said, extending my hand. “Good to see you.”

“If it isn’t Frank Sinatra.” Mickey shook my hand firmly. “That was some set. Dorsey’s band is a favorite of mine. You were pretty alright, too.”

I laughed good-naturedly. I liked this guy. “Good to hear man, thanks.”

And then I saw her, perched beside him in a white dress: dark hair, almond-shaped eyes, cleft in her chin. She wasn’t just beautiful—I’d seen plenty of women that fit that description—she was a goddess sculpted of the finest marble. The kind of woman that knocked the air from your lungs.

She also wore a ring on the wrong finger.

I cleared my throat. “Say, you’ve got yourself a real beauty of a wife.” I gestured at her. “If I’d seen her first, I would have married her myself.”

Mickey laughed, put his hand on her back. “Frank, meet Ava Gardner. She’s one of Mayer’s love goddesses.”

Louis B. Mayer was the head of MGM and an all-around prick, but we put up with him to land a role in his pictures. It didn’t surprise me that he’d snapped up this hot little number.

“I’ll bet she is,” I said, noticing the graceful neck and the ivory swell of her bosom. As she took me in, a sharpness framed her expression. I guessed too many people underestimated her intelligence—I wouldn’t underestimate her in anything. She was a femme fatale of the highest order. There was no denying that, even at first glance. “Hello, Ava.” I gave her my most irresistible smile.

Her eyes flashed with some imperceptible emotion. “Hello, Mr. Sinatra.” She turned then, giving me her back, and signaled to a waiter to bring her a drink.

I stiffened at the slight but tried again. “It’s going to be a good night, I can tell.”

This time she reached for Mickey’s hand. “It already has been.”

My smile froze on my face. She hated me for some reason, couldn’t care less who I was, and it was clear I should scram. “Fine, fine,” I said, waving my hand as if to get on with things. “That’s what we like to hear. Well, folks, I hope you enjoy the show.”

I shook off the odd exchange and stopped to make plans with Lana about where to meet when the show was over. After, I continued through the room, shaking hands with members of the audience before making my way back to the stage. It was a packed house, an energetic crowd, their voices rumbling, their glasses clinking in celebration, and more than a few cigars glowing in the murky light of the club.

When the band moved into place and the familiar strains of the piano floated through the room, a hush draped the audience. All eyes fixed on me, and a familiar rush of satisfaction rolled through me.

On cue, I began to sing.

The music washed over me, filled me up until I brimmed with it, the emotion of the lyrics carrying me as if I’d written them myself. As my gaze drifted over the crowd, I found myself looking for that face: the one that had stopped me in my tracks, the one that had dismissed me almost instantly and left a lingering sting.

I locked onto a pair of vivid green eyes—Ava’s eyes—to find them already intent on mine. A flame flickered to life inside me. She sure was something. I sang as if the song was written for her, and it was, at least for tonight.

If I’d known what she would come to mean to me, maybe I would have done things differently. Maybe I would have tried to change. How often would I grasp at time in a desperate attempt to hold it close, to rewind the clock to the moments I’d spent with her only to find they had slipped through my fingers like water, leaving me nothing but memories? Happy days and terrible ones, and the chasm left by her absence. I had regrets—plenty of them—but loving her wasn’t one of them. Loving her was one of the things I’d done right, even if I hadn’t done it well.

As the lyrics poured forth like molten lava and every part of me ignited, at last, I detected a smile on her lips.

We might have been strangers that night, but her smile told me all I needed to know. It was only a beginning.





Part 1

“I Get a Kick Out of You”

1946–1949





Chapter 1

Ava

Hollywood was everything and nothing I’d expected.

I’d expected billboards plastered with movie posters in vivid colors and grand theater marquees flashing with lights brighter than anything I’d seen in my forgettable hometown. I’d expected convertibles spiffed to a shine, racing down Sunset Boulevard beneath the towering palm trees and California blue sky. The most beautiful people in America walked those streets, frequented coffee shops, and graced the jazz clubs and martini bars in their elegant best. Everyone wanted to be a star in Hollywood: actors or writers or directors, singers and dancers, too. All of this, I had expected.

What I hadn’t expected shook me to the very core, upending everything I thought was right in the world. Everything that was right about me, Ava Lavinia Gardner. I’d never forget the first few years I’d spent in Hollywood, feeling like a fish flapping around on a riverbank gasping for air, and frankly, that morning five years later, as I waited for my appointment in the illustrious offices of MGM studios, things still didn’t look so different from the first.

A young woman with a curled blond bob glanced at a clipboard. “Miss Gardner!” she called.

I stood, clutching the little purse my sister Bappie had insisted I carry to look like a proper lady, and followed the woman into the office where my next lesson would take place. The odor of stale cigarette smoke permeated the walls and the carpet, and sunrays blasted through the window, heating the room to boiling. The waiting room itself was nondescript with the exception of a large potted palm in the corner by the window and a wall lined with promotional posters of old pictures—The Thin Man, Gone with the Wind, Dancing Lady—posters I’d seen a dozen times but still reminded me of the first time I’d fallen in love with movies.

“Wait here,” the secretary said, gesturing to a chair. “Your coach will be with you shortly. Lilly is running a little late today. Oh, and we’ve added an hour of diction to your afternoon schedule,” the blond secretary said, giving me an apologetic smile.

I suppressed a groan. I’d already spent several hours a day the last five years working on etiquette and, of course, acting classes with the famed Lilly Burns. Not that it mattered. Even I knew I couldn’t act my way out of a paper bag. If I’d been able to, MGM wouldn’t keep giving me photo shoots and parts so small I might as well have been a prop in the scene.

As much as I loved pictures as a girl, I’d never thought about acting. My secret dream was to be the lead singer of a band, probably because I’d had a crush on just about every handsome crooner on the radio. My voice was competent, throaty in an appealing sort of way, but I knew I didn’t have enough talent to make it a career. Besides, my knees locked and my throat went dry every time I had to do any kind of performance in front of others. Instead of silly dreams, Mama and Bappie had ensured I work toward learning secretarial skills and typing—until that fateful day the right man in the right suit saw my photograph hanging in a shop window.

Now, I was counted among the beautiful ones; the love goddesses, they called us. Except I carried myself all wrong and I spoke like the poor hick from Grabtown, North Carolina, that I was, or so I’d been told repeatedly during the years I’d lived in this city of fake smiles and golden dreams. I learned that all of my years of running barefoot after my brother and his friends through the tobacco fields of my hometown—something I’d always thought made me strong like them—didn’t make me strong. It had made me naive to the ways of the world. Now when I looked in the mirror, I no longer saw the girl I’d known all my life. I saw every flaw and heard my coach’s admonishments in my ears, felt the sting of the studio’s constant rejections. I thought I’d come to Hollywood to be a star. As it turned out, I came to Los Angeles to be shown each and every one of my inadequacies.

This was what I hadn’t expected about Hollywood. If I had, I would have better armed myself for the constant beratement, the stripping of everything I was but face and figure. Maybe I wouldn’t have come at all.

“No, Ava,” Lilly said, after thirty minutes of pure torture. “Try it again. Walk slowly, as if you’re prowling. You’re a tigress. You’ve done this before, you just aren’t focusing properly today.” She watched herself closely in the many mirrors that lined her office walls, as she so often did. The woman sure liked to look at herself.

I stalked across the room, trying not to show my irritation—of course I’d done this before, and nailed a few small parts doing it damned well, thank you very much—but I did as instructed, exaggerating my movements.

“Yes!” Lilly cried, clapping her hands like a nun in a schoolyard. “This time, watch your expression. Yes, that’s it. Chin up and eyes on the prize. He is the most delicious thing you’ve ever seen and you’re starving.”

When the morning lessons wrapped, I felt a bit lighter and headed to the cafeteria for lunch. As I crossed the studio lot, I passed a street built to look like New York City with skyscrapers and brownstones, a backdrop mimicking the Texas wilds and the Alamo, and a street of small-town America complete with a newspaper stand and a candy cane pole outside a make-believe barbershop. I smiled to myself. I might be fed up with all of the lessons, but I hadn’t outgrown the wonder and magic of a movie studio lot, not yet.

The cafeteria was crowded with famous faces, cameramen, producers, and other crew, and the smell of roasted chicken wafted from somewhere behind the cafeteria counter, covering the inevitable scent of far too much expensive cologne and perfume.

I spotted Lana Turner waving me over to a table and headed in her direction.

“How are things, Miss Ava?” Lana asked in the sultry tone I’d also learned to imitate.

“She was hard on me today,” I said, unfolding my napkin.

Lana squeezed my hand. “She’s hard on everyone.”

I’d liked Lana the moment we met. She didn’t put on airs even with her stunning fair beauty, wealth, and enviable fame. I was grateful for her easy friendship in a world where I wasn’t sure I belonged.

I devoured a salad with cold chicken and a hard roll with butter. As I reached for a second piece of bread, Lana gave me a look that said Are you sure you want to eat that?

I let the roll drop into the basket. I’d always had a hearty appetite and given that salads were about the only thing my coaches encouraged me to eat, my stomach grumbled all day until I went home, where I’d eat proper food with my maid and friend, Reenie. Steaks and fried chicken and buttered cornbread by the truckloads.

“Would you look at her outfit,” Lana said, flicking her lustrous blond waves over her shoulder.

A young woman strolled past in a body suit and tiny sequined shorts, ostensibly for some role, but her bust was straining against the flimsy fabric. It looked as if she’d purposefully chosen not to wear a bra.

“She’s probably on her way to give Louis a lap dance,” I whispered.

Louis B. Mayer owned MGM and more or less owned every actor and actress employed by him. He expected his property to be preened and polished and churned through the studio factory. And like it or not, we all compared ourselves to each other, making the jealousy rampant. In fact, I was beginning to wonder if there was any loyalty at all in this town. I did my best to put it all aside. I wasn’t the jealous type.

Lana laughed, poking me in the ribs with her elbow. “You’re such an innocent thing and yet, you open that dirty mouth of yours and I can’t stop laughing.”

“I’m not so innocent these days,” I replied. I’d come a long way from the poverty and the stringent, pious upbringing Mama had tried to instill in me. My, how she’d failed, I thought as I lit a cigarette. Not only had I given up on God after Daddy died, I’d been twice divorced and now knew how to wield my charms to disarm men. It was all in a day’s work.

“I suppose that’s true.” Lana winked and brushed invisible crumbs from her A-line skirt. She pulled out a compact to brighten her lips with fire-engine-red lipstick and then touched her hair gingerly, making sure all the pins tucked into her curls were still in place.

“You’re stunning,” I said, checking my own reflection. Alert green eyes, high cheekbones, pink lips, and a seductive smile—ruined by spinach wedged between my two bottom teeth—looked back at me. I worked the lettuce free with my fingernail and closed my compact with a snap.

Another young woman joined us at the table then, Joanie someone-or-other, and launched into a diatribe about a new actress doing so-called favors for one of the bosses in exchange for a role. Not an uncommon occurrence, I’d discovered, but it was a nasty business. Someone told someone who told me that little twelve-year-old Shirley Temple got an eyeful of a producer’s penis and that Judy Garland, star of The Wizard of Oz, had her breasts groped by Mayer whenever he felt like it, the poor girl. I’d been groped myself by an exec who had lured me to a projection room. He didn’t like it much when I shoved him and raced down the hallway, ratting him out to the publicity chief. I’d been carefully consoled and then promptly told to keep my mouth shut. Marrying Mickey Rooney so soon after I’d arrived in Hollywood a few years ago had probably rescued me from being passed around the boardroom. Too bad Mickey had turned out to be a bed-hopper, too—and that had been the end of that.

My second husband, Artie Shaw, split after a year of marriage because he thought no one was as smart or talented as he was. The result was the same: I was left heartbroken and wiser to the ways of the world and the merry-go-round of Hollywood love affairs.

“I’ve got to run,” Lana said. “If I’m late again, they’ll have my hide.”

“I’d better get to it, too,” I said, not interested in continuing the conversation with Joanie. She was dull as dirt.

“Are you going to the ball game tonight?” Lana asked, standing. “Everyone will be there. The money we raise goes to charity.”

“Frank’s team is playing?” I asked carefully. Lana and Frank Sinatra had dated off and on for a couple of years and she’d been devastated by the split. I didn’t see how she could be, really. She’d known he was married, after all.

I’d crossed paths with Frank a few times, and though he had a nice voice, he was no Bing Crosby. Besides, I’d taken an instant disliking to him a few years ago when he’d tossed off some comment about marrying me. As if he stood a chance. I didn’t understand why women swooned over him. He wore his conceit like a cheap suit, and really, he wasn’t all that handsome.

“Yup,” she said. “Come on, you should join us.”

I shook my head. “Not tonight. I have plans with my sister. We’re going to get some ice cream and stay in, listen to records.”

“You’re never going to meet anyone new if you keep that up, but suit yourself.” She blew me a kiss and sashayed away.

Lana knew that I yearned not only for MGM to stop treating me like a pretty little girl with a head full of air, but for a man who saw me as more than a notch on his belt. I’d been dating since my divorce from Artie, but no one of real interest. Unless you could count Robert Duffy, my on-and-off boyfriend of two years, and I didn’t. I was looking for something I hadn’t found. Something I was afraid might be mythical: the kind of love that made you feel as if it was your reason for living.

At the time, I didn’t know I’d already met him—the man who would turn my life inside out and stay with me until my final breath.

But Lana was right. I could use a night out. Maybe I’d join the Swooners softball team that night after all.

* * *

As it turned out, it was a fine night for softball. The league was a success and had managed to pull in actors from MGM and Warner Bros. studios. The rivalry was all in good fun with a bucketload of taunting and teasing and dirty talk. Just my kind of thing. It didn’t take Lana very long to convince me to join the bat girls and I was given a uniform.

“I can light a tennis ball on fire, but I never liked softball much,” I admitted.

“Not to worry,” Lana said. “You won’t have to play. We’re bat girls. And you look positively adorable in that jersey.”

We were called the Swooners, a name Frank had obviously found funny, and it had stuck.

I tied my hair back and put on a ballcap that matched my softball uniform. It was a balmy summer night; the air was thick with impending rain. Though unusual for that time of year, the weather didn’t put a damper on the buoyant mood. Everyone was laughing and having a grand old time harassing each other.

Soon the field lights clicked on and illuminated the darkening sky. While a few boys swept the bases and raked the dirt to prepare for the start, Frank headed our way.

Lana scurried from the dugout and out of sight. She was trying to avoid him, the poor girl. That wasn’t easy to do in this town. As far as I could tell, Frank Sinatra was just about everywhere.

“Look who’s joined us,” he said, punching his left hand into his mitt. A puff of dust lifted from the glove. “I wasn’t sure if you’d show.”

I smiled. “As long as you don’t put me in the outfield, I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know. We may need you out there.” He teased. “Hey, that jersey suits you.”

“I’m not one of your swooning fans, but it’ll do.”

He laughed, clearly delighted. Sometimes men needed a good ribbing, and the best way was to insult their ego. They lapped it up. My brothers had taught me that.

“Let me show you what you’ll be doing.” He pointed out where they kept the bats in the dugout and explained that the most important thing was to cheer for the team.

“Aye, aye, captain,” I said, with a mock salute.

He chuckled but his eyes were serious, intent on mine—and about the most piercing blue I’d ever seen. I wondered how I’d missed that before. I supposed I’d never really looked at him squarely.

“We’re all going for drinks after, if you want to join,” he said, scratching a line in the dirt with his cleats.

“Mind if I bring someone?” I asked, thinking of Duff. “I wouldn’t want you to flirt with me.”

“Now why would I do that?” He grinned. “Sure, that’s fine. Well, I’d better get to it.” He tipped the brim of his baseball cap and jogged over to the team, now huddled in a pack. It sounded like they were trying to decide on the batting order.

A short time later, the game began.

Lana and I caroused with the players in the dugout, collected bats left behind after a hit, and made jokes about a man’s athletic ability translating to his performance in bed. I mean, really, who could resist the parallel?

When it was Frank’s turn at bat, he took a few practice swings. The first pitch was a ball but on the second pitch, a satisfying crack of the bat split the air. The ball arced over the bases and into the outfield before it dropped into the grass not far from the fence. We cheered as he raced around first base and then second, and slid into third just before the third baseman caught the ball launched at him from the outfield.

“Lucky hit, Sinatra!” someone shouted from the Warner Bros.’ bench.

Frank gave them the bird, eliciting laughter, and then looked toward home plate.

I glanced at Lana, who quickly looked away, pretending she wasn’t watching his every move. I slipped my arm around her shoulders. “He’s a heartbreaker, isn’t he?”

“He certainly broke mine, but I’m over him, I really am. I’m trying to shake the lingering awkwardness between us, that’s all. It’s just as well that we’re through. He’d never leave his wife.”

I nodded. She was right, if the gossip was to be believed. Those Italian men who took lovers never left their wives. And since I’d moved to Hollywood, I’d learned most of the gossip turned out to be true.

Derek, the next teammate at bat, hit the ball down the first base line.

Frank made a run for it.

The other team scooped up the ball and the next instant, Derek was called out—but Frank slid into home plate.

“Safe!” the umpire shouted, throwing his arms wide.

Cheers erupted from the stands. Lana and I jumped up and down, screeching as Mickey dashed out from the dugout and jumped on Frank’s back. Frank laughed, hoisted Mickey onto his shoulders, and staggered to the dugout. More laughter and catcalls peppered the stands. I was glad Mickey and I had remained friends. This town was too small—the studio even smaller—to make enemies. I’d even started to talk to Artie again. As it turned out, he was a hell of a lot nicer as a friend than as a husband.

When the game ended, Clayton’s Bar was already closed so we high-fived and disbanded. I headed home, where Reenie set us up with a couple of bone-dry gin martinis and some music. Reenie had not only become a permanent fixture as my maid and assistant in the house, she’d become a true friend. When it would get on into the evenings, we’d have a drink or some dinner, or head out to a hot jazz club, ignoring the rules not allowing so-called coloreds to enter. No one would ask a young movie star to leave, especially not one who had been married to jazz king Artie Shaw, and I made it clear I would only be a patron if they allowed Reenie to enter, too.

I filled her in on the softball game and we talked for some time. At well past midnight, we finally decided to call it a night.

As I slipped under the covers, happy to surrender to sleep, a commotion outside drifted through the windowpane. I ignored it, assuming it was the group of college boys who lived in the Sunset Towers apartments behind the house. Sometimes they made a racket late at night.

A soft knock came at the bedroom door. “Miss G, do you hear that?” Reenie’s voice was low but urgent. “Someone is shouting your name outside.”

“What the devil?”

I threw back the covers and walked to the window, pushing aside the drapes. I craned my neck to see the full scale of the multistory building. Each apartment unit had a balcony and there, several floors above me under the moonlight, stood an extremely sauced Frank Sinatra.

“Hey, Ava Gardner!” he shouted. “Why don’t you come have a drink with us tonight?” Several friends joined him. They jabbed each other in the ribs, laughing and shouting.

“They’re going to knock someone over the banister, the fools,” I said as Reenie looked over my shoulder.

“Ava Gardner!” Frank shouted again. “Come out and play!”

I reddened. That man was a real ass to wake up the neighborhood at this hour, and to drag me into it, drunk or not.

“Ava!” he called again.

His friends cupped their mouths with their hands and joined in a chorus of “Ava! Come out and play!”

“Will you pipe down!” a male voice came from the unit below them. “It’s two o’clock in the morning!”

The men laughed as Frank cussed out the onlooker, and then tipped his head back and shouted again with gusto. “Ava Gardner! Come outside!”

“I said shut up, or I’m calling the cops!” the neighbor yelled back.

“Hey, jerk, why don’t you go chew on some nails!” Frank replied.

His friends stumbled inside, pulling Frank along behind them.

“What was that all about?” Reenie asked, her large brown eyes reflecting the lamplight from the street that was streaming through the window.

“Men behaving like boys is all,” I said, heading back to my bedroom. But as I turned off the light and pulled the blankets up to my chin, I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face, even while I didn’t understand my own amusement. Frank was something. He was a horse’s ass, but he was something. Maybe I’d run into him again, sometime soon.

Maybe I was looking forward to it.





Chapter 2

Frank

Hollywood was everything I wanted it to be and more.

Sunshine and film sets and good-looking women; parties and late nights, and more talent in a few hundred square miles than in all the world combined. I liked being among it all, living the high life. I was glad to leave behind the lousy sods I’d grown up with, who knew how often I’d been beaten up by the kids on the block, taken a whack on the head from Pop, or worse, a slap from Ma followed by a stream of swear words that would make any sailor proud. I was glad to leave behind those who’d witnessed me begging for gigs at picnics and church halls and the bars in downtrodden Hoboken. I’d wanted to say goodbye to those who knew how often I was left on my own as a kid or pawned off on a neighbor. Who knew the kind of person all that loneliness had made me.

Hungry.

Hungry for success and for the kind of connection with someone I didn’t yet understand. Hungry enough to fight my way in, or out, or over. Hungry enough to get back up and try again. To become the greatest singer the world had ever known. And none of it came easy. I think that made me love it all the more, made me proud and, some would say, it made me conceited. But I’d earned my success, and I wasn’t the least bit sorry for it, or for moving to Hollywood, where I could live in a dreamland. Where I could be somebody.

Two years after my first musical with MGM and two years after my first slew of hits without Dorsey’s band, I packed up my life in Hoboken for good and moved the wife and kids to California. I was in the big leagues, and I needed a lifestyle to prove it. When Mary Astor’s waterfront house became available on Toluca Lake, I took that as a sign of good fortune and bought it. I believed in luck, probably more than I should. It turned out the neighborhood wasn’t the friendliest to entertainers, or Jews, or Black people, but I learned that too late. It bothered me—I was no bigot and I couldn’t stand anyone who was, so we wouldn’t stick around for long—but in the beginning, for now, we were home.

I glanced at the house my wife Nancy had named Warm Valley and thought, for the tenth time, that I was glad we were here, in sunny California. I kissed our daughter, little Nancy, on the head and followed it with an identical kiss for my wife. She wasn’t too keen to leave Jersey at first, but I coaxed her with a thousand sunny days, a big house with a lawn, and anything else she could want. She liked the idea of spending less time apart, and I liked the idea of having my daughter and Frank Jr. nearby. Though I’d never felt much passion for my wife, I loved her deep down more than just about anyone but my kids. She knew me, saw me for who and what I was, warts and all, and she believed in me. I never once doubted her affection or her support. What was more, she made our house a home.

And for now, she kept looking the other way while I dallied with women as I tried to find that something that always seemed just out of reach. That certain something I longed for to satiate my hunger.

“Grab the paddles, Nance.” I motioned to my six-year-old and two other giggly little girls, the daughters of a friend. We were hosting a Fourth of July party, and friends and neighbors had begun to trickle in.

Nancy scooped up the paddles and nearly tipped over as she stood, their length making them cumbersome in her little arms. Still, she didn’t complain or ask for help. That was my good girl.

“Get the other end of the paddles, girls,” I said.

The lawn sloped to the water, where a brand-new dock that I’d rebuilt jutted onto the lake. Fifty feet from the shore, I’d installed a floating raft for swimming.

Nancy’s friends took their job very seriously and helped her all the way to the water. I pulled the canoe from the shed and dragged it to the dock, stepping inside it and helping each of them climb in before pushing off onto the placid waters.

“Daddy, tell us a story,” Nancy said, showing off how cool her papa was to her friends.

I made something up about a mermaid and they clapped and wiggled and the next thing I knew, we’d rowed far out into the lake and then back again. I wasn’t the most present of fathers, always coming and going for the job, and I felt guilty about it regularly enough, but that didn’t change how I felt about the kids. During our times together, I focused on them exclusively, and with all the affection in the world. I hoped that somehow made up for my failings. As idyllic as our home was, being there—and staying there—was difficult for me, impossible even, no matter how much I loved the family. Restlessness was rooted in my soul like a stubborn weed.

By the time I helped the girls out of the boat, the rest of the guests had arrived. I strode up to the house, ready for a cold drink.

“Do we have enough ice?” I asked, wiping my sweaty forehead with a towel. “We’re going to need buckets of it in this heat.”

Nancy flitted around the kitchen.

“We can always send someone out for more,” she said, tying a clean apron around her waist. She’d insisted on doing all of the cooking and attacked a towering pile of sausages like she was on some kind of military mission.

It was a sweltering day, perfect for backyard lounging, canoeing, and swimming. We had a crowd as usual, milling on the lawn and through the house. I basked in the noise and activity; it distracted me from the ever-present buzz in my limbs.

I stepped outside to make sure the lawn chairs were set up and the yard toys had been put out for the kids: Hula-Hoops, a football, Frisbees, and a bucket of bubbles. Children raced through the yard like a flight of swallows, chasing each other from an activity in the yard to the water and back again. The sky was a deep blue I’d only ever seen in Southern California, and the sun bore down on our pale legs and arms. Within the hour, the women lounged on the patio in sunhats and swimsuits, glasses of lemonade and champagne on the tables between them. The men had already made quick work of a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, sausages, and cold salads. I always kept my boys watered and well-fed.

“Everyone have enough?” I asked, opening one eye to peer at my pals stretched out next to me in the grass.

“More than enough. I’m stuffed,” George Evans said.

Jimmy Van Heusen, songwriter and all-around pal, patted his stomach. “I’d say I’m good for at least an hour.”

We all laughed.

“Frank, I need to talk to you later,” George said, his tone heavy with meaning.

I glanced at him briefly to read his face, but his expression was inscrutable. He’d given me an earful the night before as a publicist and booking agent does from time to time, but his suggestions had recently turned to warnings. Not being able to serve in the war in France had damaged my reputation, and though I’d tried to enlist and been dismissed for a punctured eardrum, the doctor’s note didn’t seem to matter to the press. They chewed me up and spit me out. Now that the war was over, I’d hoped things would turn around. But I couldn’t turn things around, George had said, if I continued to travel with politicians, speaking out on their behalf. People wanted me to entertain them, not preach to them.

I didn’t know why I couldn’t use my fame to help someone I believed in, that was all. And if I wanted to speak out against racism or try to help the Little Guy breaking his back working long hours for nothing, I’d do it. It was the right thing to do, the press be damned.

“I’d say it’s high time we went for a swim, fellas,” I said, not wanting to ruminate on my thoughts.

Danny, a new neighbor, and Jimmy got to their feet, and George followed me to the water’s edge.

I raised my hands over my head in a mock stretch but with a swift movement, I gave George a hearty shove. He yelped as he hit the water.

“Didn’t see that coming, did you?” I called, laughing as he attempted to splash me. The cascades of water fell short by at least a mile. An athlete, he was not.

I dove in after him. I’d barely surfaced when two large hands dunked me under again. I rose to the surface again sputtering and laughing.

“Serves you right, you cad,” George said, water dripping from his nose, his eyes bright with amusement.

I pushed the hair out of my eyes and looked back at the shore, where Danny and Jimmy were still perched like a couple of too-cool cats.

“Come on in, the water’s fine,” I shouted. They gave me the bird. I took aim and splashed them.

“Bombs away!” Jimmy called as he launched himself at the water, pulling his arms and legs together to form a cannon ball. He smacked the water hard, splashing everyone nearby.

The women near the water’s edge screeched and moved their chairs back. George and I rewarded Jimmy with a face full of water as soon as his head poked above the surface. A splashing match broke out between us, and the next thing we knew, we all ended up on the shore, waterlogged, and poured another round.

We drank and told inappropriate jokes and basked in the ease of the day.

“Hey, Frankie,” Jimmy said, slipping his hands behind his head as he lay down on a towel in the grass. “Which broad is it this week?”

“Any broad I want.” I punched him in the ribs lightly.

Jimmy doubled over as if he’d been hurt, and we all laughed. “After the other night, I thought you might be carrying a torch for Ava Gardner.”

We’d seen Ava at the softball game, and I’d nearly tripped over myself to say hello. She was as beautiful as ever, and single at last. I’d wanted to abandon the game and take her somewhere private. Too bad she’d been distant and polite, like I was her uncle or something. And then the fellas and I had acted like a couple of schoolboys on my balcony later that night, screaming her name. I could have sworn I saw the curtains moving in the back window of her house, but she never did step outside—and I never stopped thinking about the curve of her lips and the deep green of her eyes. Not that night, or since.

There was something about her, beyond her obvious physical attributes, and I wanted to be the one to find out what that something was. If she’d only give me a chance.

“She’s a tough nut to crack,” I said. “But if anyone can, I can.”

We bantered back and forth a bit about my hubris and my five-foot eight-inch frame, all in good fun, but I couldn’t help feeling for the first time in my life that maybe they were on to something. Maybe I just wasn’t good enough for her and wouldn’t catch her eye now, or ever. Maybe a crooner from Hoboken wasn’t glamorous enough for her. She’d been married first to America’s sweetheart after all, followed by Artie Shaw. Women went crazy for Shaw and his clarinet. I didn’t get it.

“Did you hear they’re courting Ava for One Touch of Venus?” Jimmy asked. “They couldn’t have picked a better broad to play a Roman goddess.”

“The musical?” I asked.

“They’re talking about a picture.”

“I’d watch her in anything.” Danny whistled.

I laughed and slugged Danny on the arm. “I laid eyes on her first.”

“I’m pretty sure Mickey Rooney and Artie Shaw laid her first,” Jimmy said.

We broke into laughter again, but I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy and for no goddamn good reason. Jimmy and Danny, and George for that matter, were as welcome to the sublime Ava Gardner as any other single man. I, however, wasn’t available at all, at least not in any real sense. I may have had a lot of freedom and a lot of women, but Nancy still wore my ring.

George gave us the eye. “This isn’t the place, gentlemen.” He nodded subtly to the group of women behind us.

George was of the same mind as the Boys, my Italian friends, if I could call them that. They warned me off public displays with other women, told me I should keep my dalliances brief, the wife at home happy, and all would be well. I could do what I wanted discreetly, they’d said, but I couldn’t walk out on my wife and kids—that wasn’t up for debate. Problem was, Nancy was no fool and we’d argued about the stories in the paper plenty, and the diamond bracelet she’d found that had wound up on another woman’s wrist. Mostly, Nancy looked at me with sad eyes when I rolled in late or decided to stay in the apartment I’d rented in town. I didn’t know how to change things without ruining all we had and all we were—and I didn’t know if I could live with that.

“I saw you in the paper again,” Danny said after a gulp of whiskey. “Something about an Un-American Activities Committee. They after you?”

“Nah,” I said. “They know I’m not a communist. They just want to point fingers because they’re a bunch of racist pricks. I don’t see how promoting the Little Guy makes me a communist.”

“You’re not a politician,” George warned. “They eat their own. You think you’re doing them a favor—and you are—by drawing a lot of the heat away from them. But you’re the one who will go down, Frank. You need to cool it.”

He was worried, and given the way the record company had been treating me lately, I should be worried, too. I’d had a real nice lineup of hits, but things seemed to be slowing down a little. It would pass. I knew we’d be right back on top with the next record.

“At least you weren’t in the paper this week for threatening a reporter,” Jimmy said, swilling his beer and swatting at a fly buzzing around his head. “They sure like to crucify you.”

“One of these days Frank will learn to stop harassing the reporters and then he won’t be crucified anymore,” George growled. He poured tanning oil into his right hand and rubbed it over his arms and hairy barrel of a chest.

“And one of these days they’ll learn to leave me the hell alone before I take a bat to their knees,” I shot back.

George gave me another long look, brows drawn.

I winked at him and he rolled his eyes. I’d been in and out of the press for months and the stories were usually bad. Reporters stalked me, invaded my private life, started fights between Nancy and me, and gave Mayer over at MGM reasons to scowl. But I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of being silent. I’d give them my fist instead, and soon enough, they’d find some other jerk to come after.

As the sky faded to dark, everyone got drunker than ever. We were dehydrated from hours of sunning and swimming and drinking enough whiskey and beer to fill a swimming pool. George ordered a taxi, but before he stumbled around the front of the house, he took me aside. The light through the windowpane reflected off his glasses.

“We need to talk. My office, tomorrow,” he said.

“Sure, sure,” I said, wanting to get him off my back. It was definitely time for him to go home. He was ruining my buzz.

He gripped my arm as I turned to go. “I know you’re flying high right now and you think no one can touch you because you’re a star, but that’s not the case, Frank. The crash is even harder for someone like you.”

What crash? He needed another beer.

“Don’t be such a nag. I’ve got Nancy for that.” I shook his hand off and sent him on his way, trying to put the conversation from my mind.

Some neighbors left, and a handful of others were arriving, but just as things were starting to get a little dull, I had an idea.

“Help me with these, would you?” I called to Jimmy. He put out his cigarette and together we dragged a large box of fireworks from the shed onto a raft.

“For heaven’s sakes, what are you doing?” Nancy had her hands on her hips and her dark curly hair was wild from the day’s activities. She was tipsy as well from the spiked punch. She looked happy and beautiful, and if the house hadn’t been full of people, I’d have swept her off her feet and taken her to bed.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, my tongue thick from all the whiskey. “We’re just having a little fun.”

I pushed off from the shore and paddled out into the lake. The raft wobbled over the undulating water beneath me. I steadied myself and carefully stood, flipped open my lighter, and held it to the wick of one of the firecrackers. The flame licked at my fingers as I held the lighter steady, waiting for it to catch. It took several tries but at last, the wick caught and as it did, the flame burned my finger. I swore and dropped the lighter.

The lit firecracker landed on the pile of others. In an instant, the packages caught fire.

“Frank! Jump, you fool!” Jimmy shouted.

I dove off the raft, swimming away furiously, swallowing too much water. The whine and prattle of fireworks filled the air, and the small lick of flames grew to a soaring blaze.

“Well, damn! There goes the raft,” I slurred.

“Splash it with water!” Jimmy yelled, stumbling sideways.

He hit the water with an enormous splash and swam out beside me. A couple of neighbors joined in and the four of us got to work, splashing the raft. When the last of the flames went out, we looked at each other, panting and out of breath.

“That was about the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” I said.

We all burst into laughter.

Yet, in spite of the laughter and the sun-drenched day and the hours we spent partying into the night, George’s warning echoed in my mind. He’d always been a little stern, but this time, he wasn’t bluffing. He was genuinely worried. I could see it in the set of his jaw, the way he’d smoked too much. The press was on my back, and I knew he was right. I should heed his warning.

Like it or not, I’d better watch my step.





Chapter 3

Frank

Even though good sense told me to, I didn’t listen to George’s warnings, and as it turned out, I paid for it. Enemies to the causes I’d promoted and believed in smeared my name all over town right along with the politicians’. My record sales dipped and that did it—I stopped accepting invitations to speak for my politician friends, at least for the time being. I didn’t, however, stop hitting the clubs and one night, I was stupid enough to get sloshed and land a right hook in a journalist’s smug face. I hated being followed around by photogs; they didn’t respect a man’s privacy and they took a special kind of satisfaction in smearing me in the papers. I took a special satisfaction in introducing them to my fist.

In my Sunset Towers apartment, the phone rang, and a ripple of dread rolled over me. I knew it was George on the other end of that line and I didn’t want to hear the latest. I let it ring until it stopped, only for another call to begin. This time, I picked up.

“Hiya, George,” I said as I tapped the bottom of a fresh pack of cigarettes, knocked a smoke free, and lit it with a match.

He didn’t bother to greet me.

“I’ve got some bad news. Old Gold cigarettes is dropping you.”

“What? Why?” I looked down at the packet in my hands. My radio sponsor was one of my biggest fans, or so I’d thought.

“You’re bad for business,” George replied gruffly. “And imagine my surprise when I picked up the papers today.” He started to read the headlines aloud. “‘Frankie Makes Mischief in Hollywood. Sinatra’s Left Hook Strikes Again.’ Are you really beating up journalists? Jesus Christ, Frank. You don’t have the luxury to act like this right now. Did you notice you didn’t make the list of Down Beat’s top singers of the year either? You’re losing touch with your audience. I’ve been warning you, but you don’t seem to give a shit, and now it’s catching up with you.”

Pulling on the end of my cigarette, I dragged smoke into my lungs and pushed it out in a steady stream. “That reporter was asking for it. He’s been dragging my name through the mud for months.” Lee Mortimer—I hated the guy—he’d deserved every last punch I gave him, even if I did have to appear in court and pay nine thousand dollars in fines.

“I think we need to put you on the road, get you out of town,” George said. “Get ready for a club tour. Let’s see if we can at least put you on the charts again.”

As I hung up, I swore under my breath. I paced out onto the balcony. The sky simmered with the last embers of a spectacular sunset. Why were things snowballing all of a sudden? I couldn’t believe my radio sponsor had given me the boot. What the hell? That was what I paid George for—to manage things—though admittedly, he’d warned me plenty.

I sucked on the end of my cigarette and dropped it to the ground, crushing it with the heel of my shoe. Inside, I paced, anxiety crackling inside me. Perhaps things would be better on the tour. George seemed to think so.

Unable to stay inside another minute, I took the elevator and strode down Sunset Boulevard, trying to outrun the thoughts in my head. Things would turn around. George would think of something, I told myself. He always did.

After an hour, the roaring in my ears calmed. I headed back to the apartment, my hands in my pockets, wishing I had some plans that night, something to keep me from sinking. When I was this worked up, and the hours wrung themselves out, my thoughts turned dark and I had trouble staying out of my own way. It had always been that way.

When I rounded the bend and Sunset Towers came into view, I saw a woman just ahead on the sidewalk, her silhouette unmistakable even in the dark. Slender waist and full hips, a bandana tied over dark curls—it was Ava Gardner. A stroke of luck I hadn’t expected.

“Ava!” I called and jogged to catch up to her. She turned at the sound of her name. “I thought that was you.”

She gave me her megawatt smile. “Hey there, Frank Sinatra.”

Something in my chest lurched at the sound of my name on her lips.

“That smile of yours is your superpower,” I said.

“And yours is flattery,” she countered. “You hand out praise like candy.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “I only hand out praise when I mean it.”

“Is that so.” Her eyes gleamed and her ivory skin looked luminescent in the pale glow of the streetlamp. It took all my strength not to brush my thumb across the soft roundness of her cheekbone.

I cleared my throat. “What are you doing out here at this hour?”

“Sometimes I like to walk at night,” she said. “Helps me quiet my head a little.”

“A woman shouldn’t be out alone in the dark.”

“Why? Because there might be strange men shouting your name off their balcony in the middle of the night?”

I tipped my head back and laughed heartily. “You heard us, then.”

“I think everyone heard you clear to Malibu.”

I chuckled again. She was always wittier than I expected. “We’d had a few drinks.”

“You don’t say.” Her tone was sarcastic, but her full lips stretched into another pretty smile.

My stomach rumbled loudly, and this time, we both laughed. “I haven’t eaten supper yet, have you? I’m not much of a cook, but I can make a mean steak, and there’s probably something else in my fridge.”

She hesitated a moment and then asked, “Have you got any gin?”

I felt myself grin. “I always have plenty of booze.”

“Well, alright then, show me the way. I’m starved.”

As we walked the short distance to my apartment, I could feel her beside me, hear her soft breathing, and I had to force myself to be cool, confident. Inside, I removed my sweater and rolled up my sleeves before rummaging through the refrigerator. The housekeeper had left steak and potatoes, and a medley of carrots and peas that I could cook up in a snap.

“This place is immaculate.” Ava looked around the kitchen at the chrome polished to a shine and the counter that had become a makeshift bar with a cocktail shaker and rows of liquor bottles. She moved to the living room and glanced around at the plush couch and ran her finger over the coffee tabletop. “Not a speck of dust anywhere. You must have a maid.”

“I do, and when she’s busy, I clean it myself. I can’t stand disorder. It makes it hard for me to think.”

“I have a live-in maid myself. Reenie Jordan. Well, she’s become something of a friend, too, truth be told.”

“Is it a good idea to be friends with someone you’ve hired?” I asked.

“I’m not sure most of what I do is a good idea, Frank, but I do it anyway.”

I chuckled. “Is that so? Well, that makes two of us.”

I made us each a gin martini, extra dry as the lady requested, and got to work on the food. I couldn’t help but look up from my chopping, to make certain she was really there. I watched her move, saw the liveliness dance across her features as she studied my place. She inspected the shelves that were decorated with a few odds and ends that I’d picked up at the gallery downtown: a desert landscape, a Waterford crystal decanter and glasses, and a series of marble statuettes. For the most part, the apartment had basic furnishings since it wasn’t my full-time residence.

When she reached the record player, she crouched to look at the stack of records in the cabinet beneath it. “You have so many records. Are you a collector?” she asked, running her fingertips across the stack.

“Of course,” I said. “I’m in the music business. Besides, if you host parties, you need music. Have you heard “Jungle Nights in Harlem” by Duke Ellington?” When she shook her head, I wiped my hands on the kitchen towel, crossed the room, and pulled the record out of its sleeve. I blew on it to clear off any dust and laid it on the turntable. “You’ve got to hear this.”

Duke opened the song on the piano, followed by a trumpet, a tap-tapping for rhythm, and lush saxophones cushioned the whole melody.

She kicked off her shoes and sat on the floor, her back leaning against the sofa, her left foot moving to the beat. “This is great.”

“Isn’t it?” I said, plating our food. “Let’s eat.”

After we ate, I made us another round of drinks and put on one record after another. Soon we’d listened to big band and swing, jazz, and eventually some of the classical greats: Wagner, Strauss, Beethoven.

“Can you imagine composing something like that?” I asked over the crashing of drums and cymbals.

“It sounds like someone is marching.” She was stretched out on the floor, her eyes closed, listening to the strains of a magnificent orchestra. And all I could do was watch her: her arched brow, the adorable apples of her cheeks, the way her lips twitched into a smile. She’d made me laugh, too, more times than I could count. She surprised me in the best of ways. I didn’t know what to make of it.

We talked about books and our favorite authors. She told me all about the way Artie Shaw demanded she read his chosen list of books, and how he’d paid for chess lessons for her—until she beat him. The way he’d insisted she learn to behave like an upper-class socialite when she was a down-to-earth kind of woman. She’d even taken a few college classes to try to keep up with his expectations—and to ward off the constant barrage of insults. He sounded like a real prick.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she said. “I have nothing against self-improvement. In fact, I’m grateful to Artie for that. I learned so much from him. But in the end, I still didn’t fit his imaginary view of who I should be.” Her southern drawl emerged more and more as the night wore on and the drinks kept coming. “I’m nothing but a poor southern girl from rural North Carolina. I ran around barefoot, chasing my big brothers and their friends, or teasing my older sisters. I haven’t been a lady a single day of my life.”

“You’re the best kind of lady, if you ask me,” I said, my voice going soft. “A real looker, but you’ve got a curious mind, too. I’d say that’s about the most important quality in life.”

She smiled at that, and I held up my glass in a toast. We drank and a comfortable silence fell between us a moment before she began again.

“I do like to read, and to explore new places,” she said.

“Me, too,” I replied. “I read everything I can get my hands on.”

“Tell me about your childhood,” she said, her voice soft.

“I’m from Hoboken, New Jersey. Ran around with a pack of hooligans, beating up on each other in the city streets. Some of us stole things and cheated at cards. It was crowded and dirty, but I can’t complain. My parents owned a bar, and Ma was in politics. Still is, really. Pop was a prizefighter turned fireman, so we had enough money to move to a real house a few blocks away from the worst of it. Wear decent clothes.”

“You’re an only child?” she asked.

I nodded. What I didn’t say aloud was how often I’d yearned to be more like the other Italian families on the block. Large and loud and a whole lot of fun. “What about you?” I asked.

“I’m the youngest of seven. I was completely feral until I turned about fifteen.”

“That explains a few things,” I said, winking.

“Like what?” she demanded, a look of mock outrage on her face.

“The youngest is forgotten as often as they are put on a pedestal, at least from what I’ve seen.”

“Well, that’s true,” she admitted. “Everyone treated me like a princess or completely ignored me—nothing in between. Were you always just Frank or is it short for something?”

“It’s short for Francis.”

“Francis.” She smiled. “I like that.”

I told her a few stories about my childhood friends, and she did the same, and the next thing we knew, it was late but neither of us paid heed to the time. At a lull in the conversation, she got up and looked through my records again.

“I love this song.” She pulled out Bing Crosby’s “Don’t Fence Me In.” “His voice is smooth and rich as cream.”

I suppressed instant jealousy. I’d always looked up to Crosby and wanted to be just like him until I’d moved to Hollywood and had to compete with him for top spots on Down Beat’s best-seller lists.

“I’ve always wanted to be a part of a band, since I was a girl,” she said, a wistful look in her eyes. “I dreamed of being onstage one day. A silly fantasy, really. I’m not a great singer.”

“That’s not true. I saw you sing in The Killers. You have a fine voice. Sultry, I’d say.”

“You think so?” She seemed genuinely pleased.

“As far as I can tell, everything about you is fine.”

“There’s that flattery again.” She smiled, exposing a dimple in her cheek, and tossed her dark wavy hair—and I was completely smitten. She wasn’t just beautiful; it was how she wore her beauty. She was intelligent and sharp-tongued and had a generous laugh. There was an edge to her charm. Something undefinable, intangible. I wanted to discover what that something was—I wanted to know everything about her.

“Here’s a secret. Something about me that isn’t so fine,” she said. “I have the worst stage fright! I’m also shy in large groups. The martinis help with that,” she said, sliding the Bing Crosby back into the stack and choosing a Billie Holiday record instead.

“That will get better as you make more movies,” I said.

Billie’s voluptuous voice filled the room and the energy between us shifted. I wanted her nearer. To take her in my arms, put my face in her hair. I’d wanted her the first moment I saw her, but it had been nothing like the need I had now to connect with her on every level. I held her gaze until she looked away.

“You’re a night owl, like me,” I said. “It’s late and you haven’t yawned once.”

“I am.” She turned on her stomach and propped herself up on her elbows.

“Me, too. I like to go all night. That’s when all the fun happens.” I winked and she rolled her eyes.

“I can’t believe that works on women.”

I laughed. “Did it work on you?”

“How about you get me another drink,” she replied, dodging the question.

I raised a brow. She could hold her liquor as well as any of my pals, but I didn’t mention it. Instead, I poured us another round and set the glasses on the coffee table.

“The floor must be pretty hard by now. Why don’t you get more comfortable?” I sat on the couch and patted the cushion next to me.

She met my gaze and this time, the femme fatale that I’d watched on-screen emerged. Seductive, sexy, challenging. I felt a stirring below the belt.

“It is, come to think of it,” she said, rising from the floor and settling onto the couch next to me.

I inched closer. She didn’t come any nearer but neither did she turn away, and I took my chance, closing the slender distance between us. When her warm breath fanned across my cheek, I cupped her face in my hands.

“You’re more beautiful than you have a right to be, you know that?” I said. “All I can think about is what your lips might feel like.”

She glanced at my mouth and then met my eyes again. “So why don’t you give them a try?”

I smiled and leaned in, brushing my lips over hers.
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