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Rap Mr. Sinatra if you want to, buddy, but don’t tell me you’re not rapping him more out of envy than disapproval.


— LEO DUROCHER


If you want to know a man, give him power.


— MENACHEM MENDEL SCHNEERSON, A.K.A. 
THE TZEMACH TZEDEK (1789–1866)










Act One


THE WHIRLWIND
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Eleven days after winning the Oscar for From Here to Eternity, Frank Sinatra sat down and typed a note to a friend, clearly in response to a congratulatory letter or telegram. The note, on Paramount Pictures stationery and in Frank’s customary, too-impatient-to-press-the-shift-key style, began,






april 5, 1954


dear lew—


my paisan mr sinatra is still on cloud nine and the bum refuses to come down …








That bum—“mr sinatra”—was so thrilled, the note continued (still all lowercase, still in the third person), that he was “ridiculous.” And then, after a final thanks to the recipient, came the signature: “maggio.”


It’s a charming letter and a fascinating one.* Throughout his life, Sinatra employed secretaries who answered his voluminous mail, often signing his name themselves. From time to time, though, when the spirit moved him, he penned or typed his own missives, and the letters are him, revealing his restless intellect, his sense of humor (always more spontaneous in personal circumstances than onstage), even a literary sensibility. And why not? As a great singer, he was a great storyteller; why should that faculty switch off when he was away from a microphone? In this note, he is writing in character, as PFC Angelo Maggio, the role that won him that Academy Award, and the voice is perfect: “the bum refuses”; “he’s so thrilled he is ridiculous.” From the moment he’d first picked up James Jones’s blockbuster novel, Sinatra had completely identified with Maggio, the feisty little private from Brooklyn who speaks in a kind of Damon Runyon–ese. He had campaigned, hard, for the movie role by barraging the filmmakers—Columbia Pictures president Harry Cohn; producer Buddy Adler; director Fred Zinnemann; screenwriter Daniel Taradash—with telegrams touting his perfect suitability for the part, and he had signed every wire just as he’d signed this note: “Maggio.”


Frank Sinatra had identified so powerfully with the character not only because Angelo Maggio was a skinny, streetwise Italian-American from Brooklyn—like Sinatra’s native Hoboken, close geographically to Manhattan but oh so far away—but also because Maggio was one of the world’s downtrodden, a little man who drank to ease his sorrows and spoke truth to power with wisecracks. When Sinatra first read From Here to Eternity in late 1951, he was feeling considerably downtrodden himself. His records were no longer selling; he was having vocal and financial problems; the IRS was after him. He had become infamous, pilloried in newspapers across the United States, after leaving his wife and three children for Ava Gardner. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer had recently terminated his movie contract, and he would soon also be dumped by Columbia Records, as well as by his talent agency, the Music Corporation of America.


“He’s a dead man,” the talent agent Irving “Swifty” Lazar declared in 1952. “Even Jesus couldn’t get resurrected in this town.” Maybe not, but Frank Sinatra could. Literally overnight—after the Academy Awards ceremony on March 25, 1954—Sinatra brought off the greatest comeback in show-business history. And he had done it all in Hollywood, a ruthlessly Darwinian company town that reviles losers but has the sappiest of soft spots for a happy ending. His Oscar underlined the fact that he was also a freshly viable recording artist with a new contract at Capitol Records, where he and a brilliant young arranger named Nelson Riddle had begun creating the string of groundbreaking recordings that would revolutionize popular music in the 1950s.


And quite suddenly that spring, without a shred of embarrassment about its fickleness, the entire entertainment industry began throwing itself at his feet. “The whole world is changing for Frank Sinatra,” Louella Parsons wrote in her syndicated column of April 19. “Today he has so many jobs offered him he can pick and choose.”


Parsons was talking about movies, although television, radio, and nightclubs were also calling. Among the film possibilities offered to Sinatra: a supporting part alongside the hot-as-a-pistol young Robert Mitchum in the medical melodrama Not as a Stranger; the second lead in a Warner Bros. remake of Four Daughters, the picture that had catapulted John Garfield to fame; a co-starring role alongside Marilyn Monroe in the 20th Century Fox musical Pink Tights, even though Monroe soon dropped out when she heard how much more the studio was offering Sinatra than her. And, lo and behold, MGM—where Louis B. Mayer had personally fired Sinatra in 1950 after he made an impolitic joke about Mayer’s mistress* (and where Mayer himself was now history)—wanted him back, for the long-discussed St. Louis Woman, alongside Ava Gardner.


This was distinctly problematic for several reasons. For one thing, Gardner, who’d been outraged that Metro had dubbed a professional singer’s voice over hers in Show Boat, was determined never to make another musical. For another, she had come to hate Hollywood with a passion. She was living as an expatriate, cohabiting in Spain with the charismatic and brilliant bullfighter Luis Miguel Dominguín, the darkly handsome torero whose rivalry with his brother-in-law Antonio Ordóñez would later inspire Ernest Hemingway’s long Life magazine piece The Dangerous Summer. Most important of all, however, she was about to file for divorce from Frank.
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While the Hollywood of 1954 bore some similarities to today’s entertainment capital, it was altogether a sleepier, more rustic town. Not a more virtuous one by any means, but more tightly bounded. The studios still held sway; their publicity departments controlled access to stars and information about them, even when it came to police matters. There was a certain code of conduct for the press and other prying outsiders when it came to celebrities.


It is, for example, impossible to imagine any major star today living, as Sinatra did in the spring of that year, in a garden apartment, albeit such a glamorous one as Frank’s five-room bachelor pad in a redbrick complex at the corner of Wilshire Boulevard and Beverly Glen. A decade before, when he had first come to Hollywood, he had resided in a pink-walled stucco mansion in Toluca Lake. It was a mark of both his change of fortunes and his maturity (not to mention the change of times) that Sinatra no longer had to ward off hordes of bobby-soxers, or hordes of any kind. In the spring of 1954, he was approaching thirty-nine—lean and balding, not settled by any means (his defiant hedonism and overweening ego would guard against such a fate for a very long time), but grown up, in his own particular way. His oaken baritone on the Capitol recordings, rich with sad knowledge—or, on up-tempo numbers, with swaggering authority—was a sea change from the tender Voice that had soothed America through the war.


But the secret was that he was still yearning. (He would always yearn, even after he had gained all the world had to offer.) He had spent the previous Christmas and New Year’s in Rome, where Gardner was shooting Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s The Barefoot Contessa, desperately trying to hold on to her, even as she was edging away, already in love with the bullfighter. Ava loved Frank too—she always would—but her passion for him had ebbed, diminished in good part by his plummet from success, which had coincided with her own rise to stardom. He had drained her scant reserves of patience and sympathy. Unknown to her, just before she left for Europe the previous November, he had made a serious suicide attempt, cutting his left wrist in the New York apartment of his close friend the songwriter Jimmy Van Heusen: he would have bled out had Van Heusen not returned and found him.


And Ava smelled his desperation and hated it even as she loved him. She was heedless and restless and easily bored, and she was in love with another man.


The gossip columnists (Sinatra read them as closely as any fan) cobbled up a sweet fantasy: Gardner would come to the Oscars that March—she herself was up for Best Actress, for Mogambo—and the couple would reunite. But she stayed with her lover in Spain.


If Frank himself had harbored any fantasy that his renewed fame would bring her back, he was rudely disappointed.


“One night we went to Frank’s for a dinner party,” recalled the lyricist and screenwriter Betty Comden, “and we saw that one of the rooms was filled with pictures of Ava, and around the pictures were lit candles. It was like the altar of a little church.”


Yet another night, Gardner’s biographer Lee Server writes, Swifty Lazar, who lived in the same apartment complex as Sinatra, came home late and saw that Frank’s door was open.






Wondering if there was a problem, he stuck his head through the doorway and saw Sinatra by himself, evidently very drunk, slumped in an armchair, holding a gun. Cautiously Lazar stepped inside and as he did he saw that Sinatra was aiming his gun—an air gun, it turned out to be—at three large portrait images of Ava he had propped up on the floor. The three faces of Ava were full of pellet holes where Sinatra had been shooting at them—all night long, as it appeared.








If Gardner had been Delilah to Frank’s Samson while they were together, she would be his muse for years after they broke up—specifically and crucially, the great Capitol years. “Ava taught him how to sing a torch song,” Nelson Riddle famously said. “She taught him the hard way.” On May 13, 1954, Sinatra—with Riddle conducting a twenty-nine-piece orchestra—recorded three songs that could have been addressed directly to his wandering wife: “The Gal That Got Away,” “Half as Lovely (Twice as True),” and “It Worries Me.” On the last, Frank sang,






Just what did I do—was I mean to you?








Taken as autobiography (which to some extent it must be), the lyric may look disingenuous—of course he had been not just mean but brutal to her, and she to him, on innumerable occasions. But listened to, the line, sung with exquisite tenderness, is meltingly lovely. In fact, Frank in his new middle period was every bit the ballad singer that Frankie of the Columbia years had been—and then some. He had lived more, suffered more.
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On June 12, 1954, Ava Gardner arrived in Lake Tahoe to begin the six-week Nevada residence required for her divorce from Frank Sinatra. Las Vegas, where she had sojourned while splitting from her first husband, Mickey Rooney, was out; Frank was in town, playing the Sands, and Vegas was a small place in those days. (And, extraordinarily enough, both Rooney and Gardner’s second husband, Artie Shaw, were also appearing at casinos along the Strip: a constellation of exes.)


While in Tahoe, Ava and her maid, Reenie Jordan, stayed in a lakefront house provided by her inveterate suitor, the epically weird, immensely wealthy oil and aviation magnate Howard Hughes. Hughes, a control freak to the nth degree and a paranoiac master of intrigue, especially when it came to affairs of the heart, had a habit of installing girlfriends—both current and prospective—in rented houses, sometimes in proximity to each other, the better to monitor their comings and goings. For years, he had been trying to reel in Gardner, to bed or to wed, without success. He showered her with expensive gifts, jewels and fur coats and convertibles; she accepted his presents and laughed in his face.


Now he sensed an opening. Her marriage was ending; perhaps she needed a shoulder to cry on. But the emotionally tone-deaf Hughes needed data to press his campaign. He had the rented house bugged and retained a fancy Washington, D.C., investigator named Robert Maheu to surveil the premises while Ava was in residence.


Maheu, whose specialty was high-level cloak-and-dagger work (in later years, he would be intimately involved in a CIA-backed plot to assassinate Fidel Castro), was understandably loath to make a long trip for what was plainly a jealous-boyfriend job. He subcontracted the work to a local private detective, who quickly ascertained that Hughes’s competition was Ava’s never-say-die, soon-to-be ex.


One afternoon that summer, Frank showed up at the Tahoe house, no doubt with reconciliation in mind, and managed to persuade Ava to take a boat ride with him. Unwisely, the local detective elected to follow them in another boat. Sinatra quickly spotted him and gave furious chase; the detective just managed to make it back to shore and hightail it into the woods. Any hint of romance thoroughly spoiled, Frank left Tahoe without swaying Ava.


Romantic history: first as tragedy, then as farce.


At the end of July, she failed to show up for her court date for the divorce. She had asked him to repay the not inconsiderable sums she’d lent him when he was down-and-out; he had bridled at the request. They were at an impasse: still legally married, though apart. He would never get her out of his system, nor would she ever truly get him out of hers.
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And yet—to all appearances, at any rate—the bum was on cloud nine and refused to come down. If the middle-of-the-night Sinatra was tormented by Ava’s abandonment, his daytime self seemed to have thoroughly forsworn the doubt and contemplation that dogged his days through much of the early 1950s. Now, like a king returned from exile, he took the world’s measure and saw that it was good. He entered into a frenzy of personal and professional activity that would scarcely let up for the next dozen years.


Frank not only won an Academy Award in 1954 but also had his biggest hit record in eight years, “Young at Heart.” He went into the recording studio nineteen times in 1954 and laid down thirty-seven tracks. He shot three movies. He played two two-week stands at the Sands in June and November and did three weeks at the Copacabana over Christmas and New Year’s. He only dipped his toe into the still-youthful medium of television, making a mere four appearances (one of them the Oscars broadcast), but he was on the radio constantly: there was his twice-a-week, fifteen-minute show To Be Perfectly Frank; his weekly, semi-tongue-in-cheek detective series Rocky Fortune (he would quickly tire of the program, a less than dignified vestige of his hard-luck days, and wind it up in March); and later in the year, a series sponsored by Bobbi home permanents called The Frank Sinatra Show.


He worked hard, too, at distracting himself from Ava. Frank hadn’t been much more than a boy when he married Nancy Barbato in 1939, and though he might have acted like a bachelor throughout his twelve-year first marriage, he hadn’t been this free in a long time. In 1954, he would be linked romantically with, among others, the French actress Gaby Bruyère, the Swedish actress Anita Ekberg, and the American actresses Joan Tyler, Norma Eberhardt, Havis Davenport, and (perhaps) Marilyn Monroe. He also kept company with the singer Jill Corey and the heiress and would-be thespian Gloria Vanderbilt. There were probably numerous others. But more problematically, that spring he also seems to have begun a relationship with the not quite sixteen-year-old Natalie Wood.


Wood, whose early career was managed by her generalissimo-like stage mother, Maria Gurdin (Natalie called her Mud, short for Mudda; her alcoholic and feckless father was barely a presence in her life), had become a certifiable child movie star at age eight in 1947’s Miracle on 34th Street. Now, however, she was in an awkward period, wishing to transition into grown-up movie roles before she was a grown-up, trying to look older by wearing heavy makeup and falsies. At fifteen, she was birdlike—barely five feet tall and physically undeveloped—but despite her youth and small stature she was a formidable presence, with huge, emotional dark eyes and a quick, intuitive intelligence. With film parts for teenagers scarce, Natalie was marking time by working on an ABC sitcom called The Pride of the Family and hating every minute. In May, however, she was cast in Warner Bros.’ swords-and-sandals epic The Silver Chalice (in which Paul Newman, to his everlasting shame, made his movie debut in a brief toga). Wood had a small role, yet according to her biographer Suzanne Finstad, “Mud was scheming to upgrade that ranking.”






The two went to Warners off and on throughout May, fitting Natalie for her Grecian costumes … One day while they were at the commissary, Frank Sinatra walked in, preparing for his next picture, Young at Heart. Sinatra either approached Natalie, or her mother sent her over to introduce herself … Sinatra was taken with Natalie, and got “a kick” out of Maria, inviting them to a party at his house. Mud eagerly accepted, whispering to Natalie afterward that she would let her go alone, urging Natalie to get close to Sinatra “because it would be good for her career.”








Youth and beauty—male and female—have always been fungible commodities in Hollywood, which has a long history of stage mothers who, in essence, pimp out their underage daughters for career advancement and profit. And so, at her mother’s urging, Natalie went to the party, alone. There, Finstad writes, she “consumed quantities of wine … and in the course of the evening, told Sinatra about ‘Clyde,’ the code name for penis that Bobby [Hyatt, her teenage co-star on The Pride of the Family] had coined to fool Natalie’s mother. Sinatra was so amused, he and his friends … incorporated ‘Clyde’ into their hipster slang.”*


God alone knows what went on at that party. But Frank seems to have been touched by the young actress, who had precocious powers of empathy. (Not to mention a clear need for a father figure.) Perhaps he told her his troubles. In any case, Wood frequented his apartment that May and June, and her close friends at the time felt sure they were having an affair. Yet for all the unseemliness of the liaison, Wood appears to have been something more than a conquest where Frank was concerned. He was a man on the cusp of middle age, almost certainly nostalgic for the days when he had made all those bobby-soxers swoon. Surely on some level, Natalie Wood reminded him of those girls and their idolatry.


He was also a man in pain, and the vivacity and uncritical presence of a magically lovely young girl must have been balm to his soul, even if the liaison was, consciously or unconsciously, poison to hers. A complex emotional bond formed between them, one that would continue as Frank and Natalie stayed friends, and now and then lovers, until she died at age forty-three in 1981.
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Still, the most important emotional connection in Frank Sinatra’s life in the spring of 1954 was the one between him and his new arranger at Capitol Records, the sublimely gifted Nelson Riddle. The two had first struck gold together the previous spring, after Capitol vice president and creative head Alan Livingston, who felt Sinatra needed the kind of new sound that his previous arranger Axel Stordahl was unable to provide, cleverly introduced Riddle, in the guise of a substitute conductor. Sinatra had had no idea who Riddle was before their first recording session, but the moment he heard the playback of the Riddle-arranged “I’ve Got the World on a String,” he knew his life had been altered as irrevocably as it had been the first time he laid eyes on Ava Gardner. This was the thunderbolt, musically speaking.


“I’ve Got the World on a String” was issued only as a single. Frank’s first album for Capitol, Songs for Young Lovers, released in January 1954, contained just one tune orchestrated by Riddle, “Like Someone in Love.” The second Capitol album, Swing Easy!, recorded in April, was a different ball game.


Swing Easy! was post-meridian Sinatra in every way: he had won the Oscar and crossed the shadow line; now he truly could swing easy. And Nelson Riddle was the genius who would take him where he wanted to go. Young Lovers had been beautiful, but in the sense that it had been almost entirely arranged by Frank’s old-reliable up-tempo man George Siravo, it was fundamentally conservative: the most striking thing about the album was the voice singing the songs.


In Riddle, Frank Sinatra had met his musical match. Though the arranger hadn’t had anything like Frank’s early success—he played trombone and did some orchestration for the Charlie Spivak Orchestra in the early 1940s, then played third trombone for Tommy Dorsey after Sinatra’s departure—the serious-minded New Jerseyan seems to have had, from the beginning, a head full of complex music and a deep ambition to hear it played and sung. In contrast to his bandmates, who spent most of their off-hours boozing and trying to get laid, Riddle devoted much of his spare time to listening to Ravel and Debussy and Jacques Ibert on his portable record player. The lushly romantic Ibert composition “Escales”—“Ports of Call,” in English—was one of his holy grails. As was “Stomp It Off,” arranged by the great Melvin “Sy” Oliver for the Jimmie Lunceford big band.


The common thread between the two compositions was sex—slow and sensual, in the case of the Ibert; rock ’n’ roll, with the Oliver. Riddle was a sensualist with the demeanor of a scientist. And not a happy scientist. “Dad had a sadness about him,” Riddle’s daughter Rosemary Riddle Acerra recalls. “It was interpreted sometimes as sadness, where it might not have been in all cases. It was just this somber, serious mood. He was always thinking.” Julie Andrews, who worked with Riddle on her TV variety series in the 1970s, called him Eeyore.
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In the genius arranger Nelson Riddle, Frank Sinatra had met his musical match—and a kind of dark double.


Two major subjects were inextricably intertwined in his mind. Once, during a marital spat, Riddle’s wife, Doreen, accused him of only thinking about music and sex. The arranger later remarked to his son, with the glimmer of a smile, “After all, what else is there?” Riddle wrote of his work with Sinatra, “Most of our best numbers were in what I call the tempo of the heartbeat … Music to me is sex—it’s all tied up somehow, and the rhythm of sex is the heartbeat.”


He went on, “In working out arrangements for Frank, I suppose I stuck to two main rules. First, find the peak of the song and build the whole arrangement to that peak, pacing it as he paces himself vocally. Second, when he’s moving, get the hell out of the way … After all, what arranger in the world would try to fight against Sinatra’s voice? Give the singer room to breathe. When the singer rests, then there’s a chance to write a fill that might be heard.”


He had learned this lesson painfully, on an aborted early session with Frank: partway into a take of “Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams,” Sinatra stopped the band and called Riddle into the recording booth, explaining heatedly to his ambitious young arranger (Nelson was five and a half years Frank’s junior) that he was crowding the singer out, having simply written too many notes, beautiful as the notes might have been. Riddle never made the mistake again.


It was a critical moment. Sinatra, who was capable of firing associates at the drop of a Cavanagh fedora, could easily have axed Riddle then and there and returned to the comfort of Stordahl. But Frank was musically acute enough to realize that comfort was not what he needed at this point in his career. Nelson Riddle was taking him in new and daring directions: he just needed a little guidance in the art of arranging for Sinatra.


“I loved how Nelson used Ravel’s approach to polytonality,” Quincy Jones told Will Friedwald. “Nelson was smart because he put the electricity up above Frank … and gave Frank the room downstairs for his voice to shine, rather than building big lush parts that were in the same register as his voice.”


“Dad evolved, with Frank’s help, and some of his own,” Rosemary Riddle Acerra says. “I think Frank was very astute and generous.” At the same time, she says, her father was very clear about why he was there: not, like so many around Sinatra, as a mere employee, a hanger-on, or a supplicant, but as a musical collaborator of the first order. “Dad wanted to work with Frank because he saw something very special,” Acerra says.


Swing Easy! had artistic energy in abundance, much of it brought along by the scholarly-looking arranger, who knew which players could give him the sound he wanted: not, as Friedwald writes, “the conservatory-trained studio staff musicians of the ’30s and ’40s but guys who had cut their teeth as teenagers in the touring swing bands.” Guys like the reed players Arthur “Skeets” Herfurt and Mahlon Clark; the trombonists Milt Bernhart, George Roberts, and Juan Tizol; and, for the first time on Swing Easy!, the great minimalist trumpeter Harry “Sweets” Edison. The album was sheer grace; Riddle’s spare and gleaming up-tempo arrangements brought out Sinatra at the very peak of his art and emotional complexity. It was to be a long peak. His voice had ripened from the boyish tenor of his Columbia days to a baritone with a faint husk—from violin to cello, in a famous formulation attributed to both Nelson Riddle and Sammy Cahn—and the voice had become rich with knowledge.


The album’s first song, Cole Porter’s great “Just One of Those Things,” sums it up. It is a three-minute-fifteen-second symphony modulating from tenderness to bold defiance, with Ava in every breath. Sinatra’s reading of a song that many singers give a breezy interpretation is quietly devastating. Witness the contrast between the first chorus’s “So goodbye, dear, and amen,” all soft ardor and delicate sadness, and the second’s, a stammered mini-psychodrama of leave-taking: “So goodbye, goodbye, bye, bye, goodbye, baby, and amen …”


She taught him the hard way.


Even as Frank was recollecting emotion in the tranquillity of Hollywood’s KHJ Radio Studios, he was synthesizing it in new and fascinating ways for the movie cameras. That April and May, in the dusty railroad-stop town of Newhall, forty miles north of Los Angeles, he shot a new film—not one of the glitzy studio projects that the gossip columns were talking about, but a black-and-white noir piece called Suddenly, in which Frank Sinatra played, of all things, a man out to assassinate the president of the United States with a telescope-equipped rifle.


He had been interested in Richard Sale’s pulpy yet propulsive script from the moment he saw it, but since his grand new career plan—now that he could afford the luxury of having a career plan—called for him to alternate dramatic pictures with musicals, Frank had initially wanted to do Pink Tights at 20th Century Fox first. That idea went out the window when Marilyn Monroe, who’d finally become a big star the previous year in Niagara, decided (egged on by Joe DiMaggio, who knew a thing or two about negotiating contracts) that she was sick of dumb-blonde roles and refused to show up. Fox suspended her, and then, as big stars could, she simply went her merry way, marrying DiMaggio in January, then (to the Yankee Clipper’s chagrin) flying off to entertain the troops in Korea in February. Fox tested a newcomer named Sheree North for the dumb-blonde role, and Frank decided to make Suddenly his first picture after From Here to Eternity.


The assassin, Johnny Baron, is the one out-and-out villain Sinatra ever portrayed on-screen, and it is at once a mesmerizingly effective performance and a very strange one. Frank comes on-screen twenty minutes into the picture, taking a family captive and cold-bloodedly killing a Secret Service agent, and he’s the center of attention the rest of the way. As was the case with his first full-length role, in 1943’s Higher and Higher, you can’t stop looking at him—except that a decade later, his face has changed dramatically.


At thirty-eight, Sinatra was still a striking physical presence. He might have been approaching middle age, but he didn’t seem to have gained an ounce since his teen-idol days: on-screen, his waist, in high-topped pleated pants, is almost alarmingly narrow; his butt is nonexistent. Suddenly’s cinematographer, Charles G. Clarke, often shot Frank in tight, unnerving close-ups and amazingly frequently on his bad side—the left side of his face, the side deformed around the ear and neck by a forceps delivery at birth and a childhood mastoid operation.
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Creepily effective as a presidential assassin in 1954’s Suddenly. At thirty-eight, Sinatra was still a striking physical presence, his features cleanly sculpted, his eyes avid and riveting.


But his features are cleanly sculpted, his eyes avid and riveting: this is now a mature face, one in which liquor and cigarettes and heartbreak have made deep inroads. And fame. It’s impossible not to notice that this would-be presidential assassin looks fresh from poolside in Palm Springs: he has a deep tan and a sleek, self-pleased aspect that a contract killer’s backstory doesn’t quite account for.


The sleekness—Frank’s bad side notwithstanding—infuses his performance. Unlike, say, Richard Widmark in his noir roles or Humphrey Bogart in The Desperate Hours, Sinatra’s psycho killer doesn’t quite have the look of a man who can’t help himself. He widens his eyes arrestingly when he threatens to slit the little boy’s throat, then slaps him down; he introspects convincingly when he reflects on how his wartime combat experience made him a murderer (a theme that will be revisited, hauntingly, in The Manchurian Candidate). It’s a solid, unsettling turn. Nevertheless, it feels controlled, tightly wound. There’s never the sense that this guy might really go off the rails—the way the real-life Frank was wont to from time to time.


Burt Lancaster, Sinatra’s co-star in From Here to Eternity, recalled that Frank’s performance in that film displayed a fervor, an anger, and a bitterness that had as much to do with Frank’s personal and professional travails in the preceding years as with the character of Maggio. “You knew this was a raging little man who was, at the same time, a good human being,” Lancaster said.


You also sensed that these real-life factors heavily influenced the members of the academy to give him the Best Supporting Actor Oscar.


With Suddenly, Frank was suddenly in new territory. As Tom Santopietro writes in Sinatra in Hollywood, the movie “marked the start of Sinatra’s dramatic career on film as a leading man; there was no Lancaster or Montgomery Clift in sight now. This was the Frank Sinatra show, pure and simple, a feature film that turned into a one-man showcase the second he appeared onscreen.”


Now he had power, and power meant control. He didn’t have to kiss up to anyone anymore. His role in From Here to Eternity had been the first and last in which Frank let himself be so emotionally naked. From Suddenly on, he would be an actor, acting—sometimes compellingly (how compellingly was almost always a function of how much he respected the director) and sometimes just going through the motions. With this movie, Sinatra had a point to prove, and he proved it: he was now a movie star as well as a recording star.




2
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Then we have Frank Sinatra. And Frank, who was in Young at Heart, he and I always got along beautifully. He was very protective, you know, and really dear to me. But he was late. Every day … Everyone was ready at 9:00 and we would maybe shoot at 11:00, and the studio was not too happy about that. Nobody knew what the problem was, but he was always late, which was not very professional … I’m a great admirer of his talents, but he does do things like that … He’s like a bad kid. He seems to enjoy keeping people waiting and things, which is not very attractive and annoys an awful lot of people. It’s the bad boy. It was a little bit of a macho image that I think he was putting across. But other than that, I really liked him very much, and still do, of course.


—DORIS DAY, RADIO INTERVIEW








Doris Day’s words, dripping with ambivalence about her co-star in Warner Bros.’ 1954 musical melodrama Young at Heart, remind us that human beings are complicated creatures and that no human was more complicated than Frank Sinatra. In the comeback year of 1954, as Frank regathered the vast power he’d lost, he also achieved new heights of arrogance. There was Sinatra, and then there was everybody else. He knew it, and the world knew it.


Doris Day had first gotten to know Sinatra when they worked together in 1947 on Your Hit Parade. In her autobiography, she recalled that when Frank’s fortunes had dipped and he was working the nightclubs, her husband, Martin Melcher, urged her to show her support by going to the Cocoanut Grove to hear him sing. “The Cocoanut Grove was a cavernous place,” Day recalled, “and when it was only a third filled, as it was that evening, it had a melancholy air. Frank’s voice had changed. He wasn’t singing the way he had sung before or the way he sings now. He seemed uncertain …


“Frank came over to our table and sat with Marty and me for a while and had a drink. He knew he wasn’t singing the way he wanted to. Of course, we didn’t talk about that, but he seemed a little embarrassed. About the small turnout, too.”


Sinatra had bounced back, but American popular music was still hip-deep in schlock in 1954, with hits like “Sh-Boom” by the Crew-Cuts, Archie Bleyer’s “Hernando’s Hideaway,” the Four Aces’ “Three Coins in the Fountain,” and Eddie Fisher’s “Oh! My Papa” blaring from the nation’s radios and jukeboxes. And Mitch Miller was still going strong at Columbia, still forcing great singers into recording mediocre material that, in the coercively conservative climate of the times, turned into popular hits. The bouncy, negligible R&B number “Make Love to Me,” foisted by Miller on the sublime balladeer Jo Stafford, hit number 1 that year, as did “This Ole House,” the hoedown-style monstrosity that he inflicted on Rosemary Clooney.


No one was telling Frank what to record at Capitol. Among the thirty-seven singles, soundtrack tunes, and album numbers he laid down in 1954, there were some interesting missteps, but they were his missteps. And Sinatra and Riddle were mostly making genius together. Especially on the albums. Continuing the prescient model he had initiated at Columbia with 1946’s Voice of Frank Sinatra, Frank organized each of his Capitol compilations around a specific mood or mode: downbeat or upbeat, ballads or swingers. The term “concept album” wouldn’t be coined until much later, but Sinatra invented the idea, and Riddle helped him perfect it. More than ever, he was far more than just a singer: he was an artist shaping his medium.


At the same time, there was always the dark undertow—the inner voices that told him that underneath it all he was nothing and nobody, a little street guinea from Hoboken. The furies that would frequently blind him when his vulnerabilities were touched. The terrible impatience—with the incompetence and stupidity that were so rife in the world, with things he needed to happen instantaneously, and so rarely did. The realization that he was like nobody else and therefore destined to be alone. His terrors: of aloneness itself; of sleep, the cousin to death. And always, always, the vast and ravening appetites.


When all these things are taken together, is it any wonder that he often showed up on the Burbank soundstage for Young at Heart two or three or four hours later than anyone else?
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The director was an amiable hack named Gordon Douglas, whose chief claim to fame was shooting the Our Gang comedies for Hal Roach in the 1930s.* The production was overseen by Martin Melcher—a man who, despite his kindness toward Sinatra just a couple of years earlier (or perhaps because of it), almost instantly incurred Frank’s wrath, apparently by trying to persuade him to sing inferior songs in the movie, songs to which Melcher controlled the publishing rights. Sinatra had him banned from the set. (The fatwa was enforced by Jack Warner himself.) Next to go was the Academy Award–winning cinematographer Charles Lang, a perfectionist who took forever with his lighting setups. “Of course Frank had no right to do what he did,” Day writes, “but when a picture is in production with all of its overhead in operation, there is no right or wrong; there is only that old devil, expediency.”


Sinatra would never in a million years have pulled such stunts with From Here to Eternity’s director, Fred Zinnemann. Not only had he been hungry and powerless then; he’d had great respect for Zinnemann, as well as his co-star Montgomery Clift.


But that had been a very different time. Frank knew that selling records was all well and good, but being a movie star would give him a worldwide presence second to none. (Not to mention a financial hedge against poor record sales.)


Sinatra knew he had acting talent and screen presence but was also wise enough to know where his main gifts lay. He had never taken an acting lesson; he had come to the craft when he was close to thirty. He was insecure the moment he walked onto a movie set. Everything took too long—much too long—and there were far too many variables: lighting, direction, co-stars, and eventually editing. In a recording studio, he was boss. On a movie set he was just talent, and knowing that led to self-doubt, which was usually followed by an explosion.


He could be set off in a recording studio, too, but between his fanatical preparation—which included everything from choosing the material to making sure he had the best arranger and musicians possible—and his control over the whole process, there were far fewer grounds for insecurity. He could be impatient in a recording studio but was also known to do twenty or thirty takes of a song (some of them, admittedly, partial takes) in order to get it just right.


Making movies, he had long had a deserved reputation as One-Take Charlie. But as with so many things about Sinatra, this cut two ways. It wasn’t just his impatience and insecurity that made him work like this but the realization that his best and freshest acting would come in the first (or sometimes the second) take. “People think that because he would shoot only one or two takes he didn’t take it seriously, but that wasn’t the case at all,” Frank’s friend Robert Wagner wrote.






Spencer Tracy didn’t like a lot of takes either, and nobody thought he was casual about the work. Frank was very conscious of his lack of training; he was never sure that he would be able to reproduce an effect more than once or twice because he had to rely on emotion more than craft. He was very serious about his work; he went over his wardrobe, the look of the film, the dramatic arc. He didn’t just pick up a script, look at it, and shoot it. He prepared.








This would be less the case in the latter part of Sinatra’s movie career. But in the mid- and late 1950s, the years just after Eternity and a few years past, he was still serious about reestablishing himself at the top of show business, which meant appearing to best effect in the movies he made. In this light, his expulsions of Melcher and Lang make perfect sense: Frank could only do good work if the conditions felt ideal to him. Powerless to some extent, he exerted his power in the only way he could, and it wasn’t pretty. But the result was good work.


His character in Young at Heart was Barney Sloan, a moody, self-pitying, indeterminately ethnic musical arranger (it turns out he’s an Italian-American who changed his name, as Frank in real life had once refused to) who finds himself plopped down amid a Waspy, musical Connecticut family with three blond daughters—played by Day, Dorothy Malone, and Elisabeth Fraser. Barney might be the glummest character Sinatra ever played, but he’s far from the least interesting. With his pitiful backstory (orphaned as a child, deprived in the Depression, wounded in the war), he’s all pouts and frowns, sitting at the piano with a cigarette hanging from that voluptuous lower lip while his unseen fingers form gorgeous, moody chords (Bill Miller did the actual playing); he never smiles, let alone utters a kind word, until the preternaturally cheery Laurie Tuttle (Day) starts to work her magic on him.


And magic it is. At thirty-two, Doris Day was a huge star (she had top billing on the film) and for good reason. As a singer, she’d broken out in 1945 with her recording of “Sentimental Journey” for Les Brown and His Band of Renown; as a movie actress, she’d been in the Box Office Top 10 since 1951. The year before Young at Heart, she’d scored the full parlay, starring in Calamity Jane and notching a number 1 record with a song from the picture, “Secret Love.” And she wasn’t just a movie and recording star but a full-fledged sex goddess, whose long legs and curvaceous figure, freckles and turned-up nose and thousand-watt smile, had stirred the loins of a million men, including the troops in Korea, who voted her their Favorite Star of 1950, and the young John Updike, who would obsess over her in poetry and prose for the rest of his life. Day was the stealth counterpart to Marilyn Monroe: her all-American features, bobbed blond hair, and sunny forthrightness made her look like a farm girl but hinted at an excellent roll in the hay.


She and Sinatra have a strange chemistry in Young at Heart, or rather lack thereof: they seem to be working on two separate planes. He sings, quite wonderfully, standards like the Gershwins’ “Someone to Watch over Me,” Cole Porter’s “Just One of Those Things,” and Mercer and Arlen’s “One for My Baby”; she wastes her wonderful voice on nonentities like “Ready, Willing, and Able,” “Hold Me in Your Arms,” and “There’s a Rising Moon.” (Songs to which, no doubt, Marty Melcher controlled the publishing rights.) Frank looks middle-aged; Doris looks fresh as a daisy. He mopes; she grins, showing that enchantingly angled front tooth. And the more Barney mopes, the more Laurie sets her jaw and takes him on as a project, until—you guessed it.


In reality, Day’s life story was far more like Barney’s than Laurie’s: a car wreck as a teenager that almost left her crippled; two bad marriages behind her and one in process; abiding panic attacks, depressions, and hatred of much about the movie business. Young at Heart was her last movie on a seven-year contract with Warner Bros., and she was itching to escape what she called “peonage.” And in his own tortuous way, Frank seems to have felt a real affection and respect for her. Their characters in the picture might not have matched up, but he tried hard—one guesses for her sake as much as his own—to make his characterization work, and it did.


He also showed the unique brand of courtliness he would always extend to women he considered ladies (those he suspected of being otherwise got very different treatment). During the shoot, Ethel Barrymore, the grande dame of the American theater who played Laurie Tuttle’s spinster aunt, celebrated her seventy-fifth birthday, and Frank threw her a surprise party on the set. “She was very touched,” Day recalled.






Sinatra proposed a toast to her and she kissed him on the cheek. I knew that it was entirely possible that this might be her last birthday, and my emotions being what they are, my eyes filled with tears …


“Hey!” somebody called out. “Doris needs a Kleenex!”


From across the set, someone threw a box of Kleenex to me. I didn’t see it coming and the box struck me in the forehead. It stung a little and I gasped, more in surprise than pain. Frank sprang at the man who had flipped the box at me and grabbed the front of his shirt, pulling the fabric up tight under his chin.


“Don’t you ever do that!” he shouted at the man. “You don’t throw things at a lady, you understand?”


“It’s all right, Frank,” I said. “I’m not hurt—”


“That’s beside the point! You bring the box, you creep, and you offer a Kleenex—you got that? You offer a Kleenex!”


Frank let the man go and came over to me to be sure that I was all right. Often, over the years, whenever I pulled a Kleenex out of a box, I thought of Frank.








In all probability, the grip or gaffer who tossed the Kleenex box could have broken the five-foot-seven, 130-something-pound Sinatra in two like a stick—had the man not felt in the wrong, and had he not been surrounded by people far above him in the moviemaking hierarchy, and had his assailant not been the star of the show, who was, after all, Frank Sinatra. Or, more accurately, was Frank Sinatra again. For a couple of years, Sinatra had barely been himself. Now he was getting even bigger than the larger-than-life he already was. That was more than one man’s shirtfront he was holding.
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“I have never seen Frank in such form,” Louella Parsons had written in July of Sinatra’s June show at the Sands. “He sings and sings and sings, and jokes and jokes. Frank has gotten Ava completely out of his system, which now I’m sure of, after seeing how gay he is and apparently carefree.”


The overbearing Hearst gossip columnist was fond of issuing chirpy, authoritative pronouncements about Sinatra, as a way of trying both to rein him in and to assert her own power, and now and then she was even right. But she’d written these words around the same time that Frank made the long, fruitless trek from Vegas to Lake Tahoe to try to woo his wife back. And for someone as resolutely assertive as Parsons, “apparently carefree” had a dangerously hedged look about it.


Something in Frank was bubbling ominously that fall. Perhaps he was feeling anxious about the not-so-distant horizon of middle age or the growing certainty that Ava wasn’t coming back to him. Jule Styne, unable to abide his housemate’s middle-of-the-night obsessing over his lost love, moved out in September. And the gossip columns, as they loved to, piled on. “Nancy Sinatra insists there’s no chance of a reconciliation after Ava sheds the warbler in Nevada,” one reported in August.


He was largely without Riddle that autumn, too. After a September 23 session in which Frank recorded a “Someone to Watch over Me” of aching tenderness and two other tunes of aching banality—the tootling, Pied Pipers–backed “Don’t Change Your Mind About Me” and Mack Gordon and Jimmy Van Heusen’s gloppy Young at Heart duet for Day and Sinatra, “You, My Love”—he and Nelson barely saw each other for the rest of the year.


As always, Sinatra’s soul was divided. On the one hand, he must have realized how good—how great—Riddle was; at the same time, it was as though Frank couldn’t bear to settle into a committed relationship. And then there was his frantic schedule: throughout October and November, he was shooting another movie, a melodrama called Not as a Stranger, and in November and December he recorded the soundtrack songs for a planned (but never produced) animated feature of the Broadway hit Finian’s Rainbow. Lyn Murray, who’d arranged the vocals on Broadway, did all the conducting and most of the orchestrating, though Nelson dropped in to write the charts for two numbers, “Necessity” and “That Great Come-and-Get-It Day.”


Finian, a fascinating failure, was a victim of the corrosive political climate. The Broadway production, lauded as a classic, had a great score by Yip Harburg and Burton Lane; it had run all through 1947 and most of 1948. Six years later, the prospect of an animated adaptation generated great excitement. The producers raised $300,000 and recruited a stunning array of musical talent, including, besides Sinatra, Ella Logan (who starred in the original show), Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and the Jazz All-Stars (Oscar Peterson, Red Norvo, Herb Ellis, and Ray Brown, among others). But after the entire soundtrack had been recorded, the whole project fell apart when Harburg, an avowed leftist, and the director and chief animator, John Hubley, both refused to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee and Chemical Bank withdrew the rest of the financing.


The songs are a tantalizing hint of what might have been. Particularly fine are the delightful “If This Isn’t Love,” on which Sinatra duets with Ella Logan, backed by a children’s chorus; the great “Old Devil Moon,” with Frank, Logan, and the Jazz All-Stars; and “Necessity,” a gorgeous duet between Fitzgerald and Frank, backed by the Oscar Peterson Trio. (It must be said that “Ad-Lib Blues,” a scat duet between Sinatra and Armstrong, reminds us how great a scat singer Satchmo was and how great Frank was at … other things.)


Sinatra’s patent joy at performing superb material with great musicians shows what a refuge music was for him. A movie set where he was marking time, on the other hand, was a different matter entirely.


Not as a Stranger, Morton Thompson’s multipage novel about the turbulent lives and loves of young interns, was a huge best seller in 1954 and therefore a natural to be adapted for the movies. But unlike that other popular doorstop, From Here to Eternity, Thompson’s book lacked both literary quality and historical resonance; it was merely a sexy melodrama and an odd choice as the first directing assignment for the successful young producer Stanley Kramer, who had a strong social conscience and an eye for good material. Kramer, who’d produced The Men, Cyrano de Bergerac, Death of a Salesman, High Noon, The Wild One, and The Caine Mutiny, all before turning forty, was a sharply intelligent, unapologetically earnest filmmaker. Unfortunately, as Robert Mitchum’s biographer Lee Server writes, “Kramer had unwittingly loaded the picture with a number of Hollywood’s most ferocious drinkers”—among them Mitchum, Broderick Crawford, Lee Marvin, Lon Chaney Jr., Myron McCormick, and, still in the apprentice phase but transitioning into the master category, Frank Sinatra. “It wasn’t a cast so much as a brewery,” recalled Mitchum, who became a good friend and drinking buddy of Frank’s on the picture.


And with Kramer at the helm, the stage was set for mayhem. Server writes,






The tippling would begin early, and by late afternoon the sets at the California Studios would become a full-blown bacchanal. Fights, with fists and food, erupted at a moment’s notice …


One day Broderick Crawford went berserk. The scrawny but fearless Frank Sinatra enjoyed needling the huge, powerful Crawford, likening the actor to the retarded character, Lenny, in Of Mice and Men … Crawford … took all the needling he could stand one day and attacked Sinatra, holding him down, tearing off his hairpiece, and … eating it.








Probably not literally true. But a great story nonetheless, and indicative of the disorder that had taken over the shoot.


In between the bedlam, a movie somehow got made—more’s the pity. With its strangely flat black-and-white cinematography and ham-handed direction, Not as a Stranger looks and plays like an excruciatingly long TV melodrama. Oddly, Sinatra, whose wisecracking (and, indeed, lushly bewigged) intern Al Boone carries a slight echo of From Here to Eternity’s private Maggio, is the liveliest thing in the picture—although he disappears for most of the film’s second half to make way for an uninteresting triangle between Mitchum, an achingly earnest Olivia de Havilland, and Gloria Grahame as the rich bitch who breaks them up.


If Not as a Stranger was an odd choice for Stanley Kramer, it was no less odd for the third-billed Sinatra. “Why did Frank Sinatra bother to make this movie?” Tom Santopietro asks. “Did he simply want to keep working continuously on A-list productions in order to build upon the success of From Here to Eternity and Young at Heart? Was it his well-known fear of being bored?”


Yes and yes are the answers, but the third and overarching answer is that he still wasn’t as big a star in the movies as he was in popular music. He had yet to prove he could carry a big film. (He’d won critical raves for Suddenly, by no means a big film, but the picture had died at the box office.)


In the midst of a career comeback, momentum was everything. He couldn’t afford to sit around and wait for the perfect movie role to pop up.


And momentum meant visibility. In December, Frank won Billboard’s disc jockey poll for best single of the year, “Young at Heart,” and best LP, Swing Easy! Down Beat and Metronome both named him the top male vocalist of 1954. To trumpet these honors and to boast about the movies he had in release (Suddenly; Young at Heart), in production (Not as a Stranger), and slated to start shooting soon (Guys and Dolls), he placed a full-page advertisement in Billboard, signing the ad “Busy, busy, busy—Frank.”


He wasn’t exactly whistling in the dark, but he remembered all too clearly what not-busy felt like. He remembered the demons to which idleness had introduced him. And even in the midst of bustle, idleness lurked, like death in Arcadia. Especially on a movie set. Especially on Not as a Stranger.


On Friday night, November 5, midway through the shoot, Frank and Lee Marvin went to a Hollywood restaurant to join Robert Mitchum and the film’s co-screenwriter Edward Anhalt for dinner. The Villa Capri, just a few blocks from Capitol Records, was a dark, smoky, noisy Italian bistro with straw-bottomed wine flasks hanging from the ceiling; it was run by Patsy D’Amore, who had introduced pizza to Hollywood in the late 1930s and was a great fan of Sinatra’s. By the mid-1950s, the restaurant had become a kind of clubhouse for Frank, who had a special booth in the back. Joe DiMaggio, another regular, was sitting at the bar that night, looking as though he had lost his best friend.


In fact, the Yankee Clipper was newly separated from Marilyn Monroe—their initial divorce hearing had been at the end of October—and he was as miserable about it as she apparently was not. A great deal of DiMaggio’s unhappiness had to do with public humiliation: he was a retired superstar, his great deeds behind him, and he was just as famous in 1954 for having married the hottest actress in the movies as for his erstwhile athletic achievements. And as a proud, old-fashioned, and furiously private Italian-American male, he suffered at the world’s perception that he was unable to control his mercurial and highly sensitive wife, who had never met a camera she didn’t like.


After the initial sexual thrill, the marriage had been hollow from the beginning. DiMaggio seemed to want a woman who would have babies and stay busy in the kitchen; had he spoken to Marilyn about this? He was distant, uncommunicative, and pathologically possessive; hating her Hollywood friends, he tried to keep her cloistered. At times, he roughed her up. Worse, once the passion wore off, he bored her deeply: soon after the honeymoon (much of which she spent entertaining the troops in Korea while Joe cooled his heels in Tokyo), she announced to a dumbfounded friend that she planned to marry the playwright Arthur Miller.


And then there was the last straw, the famous skirt-blowing scene in Billy Wilder’s Seven Year Itch. The scene, shot in midtown Manhattan in full view of a gaping public and press contingent, revealed Monroe’s crotch, in filmy white panties, to the world. DiMaggio beat her up in their hotel room that night; she had to have powder applied to the bruises on her shoulders when she played her scenes the next day.


Now Joe was moping around Hollywood, trying to drown his sorrow. When Sinatra and Mitchum approached him and asked if he wanted to join them, DiMag was reluctant at first, but after gentle pressure from Frank—he and Joe were old pals from Toots Shor’s joint in New York—and several more drinks all around, DiMaggio admitted he was desperate to find Marilyn but that she was giving him the slip. “A lot of drinks later,” Lee Server writes,






DiMaggio went off to the men’s room and Sinatra said, “You know, we ought to do something for him. He really is in terrible shape. We got to help him get to Marilyn.”


“But she’s hiding out,” somebody said.


Frank said, “I know where she is. We’ll go over there and we’ll tell her that she’s got to talk to him.”








From here on, accounts vary. Widely. Server had the advantage of interviewing Edward Anhalt, a direct participant in the evening’s activities, but between the volume of alcohol consumed on that night and the number of years that had passed since 1954, it’s safe to assume that elements of myth might have crept into his account.


Anhalt claimed that Frank knew where Monroe was because “he was balling Marilyn himself, but we didn’t think of that at the time.” DiMaggio’s biographer Richard Ben Cramer never mentions this theory. Instead, he says that Barney Ruditsky, a detective he claims was working for Sinatra,






had a man keeping tabs on Marilyn as a favor from Sinat [his old Toots Shor’s nickname] to DiMag … If there was one man in the country who understood DiMaggio—understood what it was to be a Dago poor-boy who was (all of a sudden, the very next day) the toast of the nation and the target of a million eyes—that was Sinatra. Frank also understood how it was with Joe and broads. Frank had his own too similar troubles with Ava Gardner.








Sometime that evening, Ruditsky’s man contacted Ruditsky, who phoned (or was phoned by) either Sinatra or DiMaggio.


Barney Ruditsky, a Jew born in England, was a legendarily tough and smart New York City police detective who, among other achievements, had helped bring in Louis “Lepke” Buchalter of Murder Incorporated. After retiring from the NYPD, he moved to L.A., where he opened a nightclub called Sherry’s and a private-detective agency that would become the go-to firm for Hollywood. Unsurprisingly, most of his cases involved unfaithful spouses. Frank appears to have hired Ruditsky as a favor to DiMaggio. Ruditsky’s “man” was a twenty-one-year-old rookie operative named Phil Irwin, who’d been tailing Monroe and on the night in question had spotted her white Cadillac convertible—not a hard car to spot—parked in front of a two-story Tudor-style house on the corner of Waring Avenue and Kilkea Drive, in a quiet middle-class neighborhood in Hollywood.


The house was actually a three-unit apartment, with two entrances on Waring, numbers 8120 and 8122, and one on Kilkea, at number 757. The addresses are key to the story. The building’s landlady, a Mrs. Blasgen, lived at 757 Kilkea; 8120 Waring was occupied by a thirty-seven-year-old legal secretary named Florence Kotz; and the tenant of 8122 Waring was a friend of Marilyn Monroe’s, a young actress named Sheila Stewart.


Sheila Stewart was a beard.


Although Kitty Kelley asserts in His Way that Monroe “was supposedly having a lesbian relationship” with Stewart, a relationship that Sinatra and DiMaggio were hoping to uncover as “evidence to use in the divorce [Marilyn] was seeking from DiMaggio,” Monroe had in fact been granted an uncontested divorce the previous week, and Sheila Stewart had lent her apartment to Marilyn to use for an assignation with her voice teacher, who was not a woman but a man named Hal Schaefer.


Schaefer, twenty-nine, was a gifted jazz pianist, arranger, and composer who had orchestrated the music for the 1953 movie Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and coached Monroe for her celebrated performance in the film of “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” He was the precise opposite of DiMaggio—handsome but physically slight; an artistic, sensitive young man—and at some point, it’s not clear when, Monroe sought him out as a port in a storm. Schaefer later claimed that the two of them fell deeply in love. He and Marilyn might have been spotted together by Ruditsky or Irwin: one account says that while DiMaggio was dining with Sinatra on the night of November 5, a detective told Joe that if he went to a certain apartment house on Waring Avenue in West Hollywood, he’d find Monroe “in the arms of another man.”


What’s not clear is whether Ruditsky knew the identity of the other man. Nor is it clear what exactly Sinatra and DiMaggio hoped to accomplish when they, along with a sizable group, converged on the Tudor house at the corner of Waring and Kilkea.


The screenwriter Anhalt played the entire episode for laughs when he recounted it to Lee Server many years later. It had all been a drunken escapade, he claimed—a very drunken escapade. The way Sinatra presented it, Anhalt claimed, Monroe just needed to be persuaded to talk to DiMaggio. “This didn’t make a lot of sense at first,” Anhalt said. “But the more we drank, the more it began to seem reasonable. And we got to the point where someone said, ‘What if she won’t open the door?’ And Lee Marvin says, ‘Well, we’ll break it down.’ ”


It was decided that the only man for the job was the oxlike Broderick Crawford, who was drinking at another bar. Crawford was fetched, at which point, Anhalt continued,






We all went back to our cars and drove off to this address Sinatra told us … And we got out. Everybody’s staggering around on the sidewalk trying to stay upright, and we head into the building, Sinatra and his guys, DiMaggio, Mitchum, Lee Marvin, Brod [Crawford], everybody who was there. And I said, “What apartment is she in?” And Frank said, with great authority, “She’s in 3A.” And we all went upstairs, as many as could manage it. And Brod and some other guys leaned on the door and broke it open and went tumbling inside this apartment. And inside was a little old lady who looked nothing like Marilyn Monroe, and she started screaming. So everybody says, “Oh shit! Let’s get outta here!” They’re knocking each other over to get back out through the doorway. And everybody staggered back out on the street and got back into their cars and drove away. Somebody called the police, of course, and they reported it in the papers … and this woman said she had seen all these movie stars come breaking into her apartment, and I think maybe everyone thought she made it up, that she had had an attack of dementia.








Except that the little old lady in question, Ms. Kotz, was all of thirty-seven at the time, and the “building” Anhalt refers to (which had no apartment 3A) was in fact a nice house on a hitherto quiet street. As the Los Angeles Times later reported, Florence Kotz “was fast asleep about 11 p.m. when five or six men suddenly battered down the back door to her apartment, tearing it from its hinges and leaving glass strewn on the floor … A bright flash of light was shone in her eyes and she was confronted with a number of men, some of whom seemed to be carrying an instrument which at first sight she believed to be an ax.”


In fact it was a flash camera.


Who were these men? In the end, the only people whose presence that night was definitely established were Sinatra and DiMaggio, along with Ruditsky and his operative Irwin and—weirdly—Ruditsky’s and Irwin’s wives, who stayed in the car as this mob smashed into Florence Kotz’s apartment (and as, in the apartment next door, a terrified Marilyn Monroe and Hal Schaefer hurriedly dressed and fled into the night). Besides Frank and Joe—and Mr. and Mrs. Ruditsky and Irwin, and Mitchum, Marvin, and Crawford—Frank’s friend, music publisher, manager, and sometime bodyguard, Hank Sanicola, might also have been present, along with the Villa Capri’s maître d’, Billy Karen, as well as, perhaps, Patsy D’Amore himself. And then there was that unnamed photographer, there to catch Marilyn in the act, whatever the act might have been.


Quite a crowd.


The incident, which would become infamous as the Wrong-Door Raid, was all very humorous by some accounts—but not to Hal Schaefer, who, after being followed and threatened anonymously for the next six months, would attempt to commit suicide by swallowing sleeping pills and Benzedrine washed down by typewriter cleaning fluid. And not to Florence Kotz, who would pursue the matter with the Los Angeles Police Department until the case was closed for lack of evidence a year later. Nor to Frank himself, who would experience a strange kind of retribution when, as would happen again and again in his life, the world decided to take seriously what he had regarded as a moment of minor misbehavior.


[image: image]


On the night of November 19, 1954, Sammy Davis Jr., driving his new Cadillac DeVille convertible to Los Angeles from Las Vegas, swerved to avoid hitting a car that was making a U-turn and collided with another vehicle. His head snapped forward into a conical ornament in the center of the steering wheel, and the ornament struck Davis square in the left eye, nearly killing him and destroying the eyeball. As he lay in Community Hospital in San Bernardino, he despaired of ever performing again. Many of Hollywood’s biggest stars made the sixty-mile drive to rally to his side—Jeff Chandler, Tony Curtis and Janet Leigh, Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor. “For years,” Davis’s biographer Wil Haygood writes, “Sammy had cheered Hollywood on, slavishly saluting stars, sidling up to them, snapping their photos, his adoration shameless. Now it was being returned.”


The one notable absence was Frank Sinatra.


Looked at one way, the relationship between Sinatra and Davis was simple: Frank was the sun, and Sammy was the moon. Ten years younger, Sammy had idolized Sinatra from the moment he first heard his voice on the radio. Davis had been a teenager then, but he was already a veteran vaudevillian, having performed since the age of three with his father and uncle in the Will Mastin Trio. He was volcanically talented—as a singer, dancer, and impressionist—but Sinatra was the man he wanted to sound like, be like. He had the Voice, the style, the money, the women. And he was white. “He helped me overcome my greatest handicap, my inferiority complex about being a Negro,” Davis said.


Practically from the moment they’d met, Frank, who on matters of racial tolerance was fervently liberal (on his own terms), had taken Sammy under his wing. In 1947, when Sinatra headlined at the Capitol Theater in New York, he demanded that the management hire the Mastin Trio to open for him, at five times their usual salary.


With the Mastin Trio and then as a solo act in the early 1950s, Davis frequently performed in Las Vegas, where his path often crossed with Sinatra’s and their friendship deepened. Vegas was a remote outpost then, not far past the Old West days when cowboys and workers from the newly built Hoover Dam used to roll into town to get drunk, get laid, and gamble away their salaries. “On Fremont Street,” recalled Jerry Lewis, who performed at the Flamingo with Dean Martin beginning in the late 1940s, “they had a place to tie your horse!” Out along Route 91, the two-lane blacktop that would eventually become the Strip, there were wide stretches of desert between the dozen or so casinos, punctuated by little besides tumbleweed and rattlesnakes.


And being a cowboy town, Las Vegas was also a racist town. When Sammy Davis Jr. performed at the Last Frontier Hotel & Casino, he couldn’t stay in the hotel or eat in the establishment’s restaurants. After his show was over, he had to go back to a rooming house in the black district on the run-down west side of Vegas. It was this way at every casino on the Strip. Frank Sinatra hated it and vowed to do something about it as soon as he was able.


Frank was a dyed-in-the-wool liberal, he thoroughly appreciated Sammy’s whirlwind talents, and yet in crucial ways the friendship was asymmetrical. The stamp had been set from the beginning: Frank was the leader, the Chairman of the Board (the New York disc jockey William B. Williams might already have bestowed the title on him by 1954); Sammy was the acolyte. This had partly to do with Frank’s age and his unexampled status in show business and partly to do with his domineering personality, but it was a function of Davis’s personality as well. Throughout the civil rights movement and afterward, other African-American entertainers would come along showing pride and even defiance about their blackness, but such pride and defiance were not in Sammy’s makeup. Along with the color of his skin, he was ashamed of his small stature (he was five four) and his crooked teeth. He knew how talented he was, but he was also a chameleon, hence his skill at impressions—which were almost always of white entertainers: Cary Grant, James Cagney, Humphrey Bogart. (His worst impression, make of it what you will, was of Frank Sinatra.)


“Sammy Davis was one of the great, great entertainers of the world,” the comedian Shecky Greene said. “But there was also no Sammy Davis.”


But it wasn’t the asymmetry of Davis’s friendship with Sinatra that kept Frank away from the hospital. It was Frank’s dislike—fear—of hospitals.


Finally, a girlfriend at the time, a model named Cindy Bayes who was also a close friend of Sammy’s, laid down the law to him.






I said, “You don’t understand what you mean in this kid’s life.” He said, “I’ll go tomorrow.” But at five in the morning he comes back [home]. He was drunk. I came running out in a bathrobe. He started sobbing—not about Sammy, but about what a mess he had made of his life. I said, “I don’t want to see you again, because you’re so destructive.” The next day about two hundred flowers arrived. But what did it mean?








It meant he felt, but would not say he was, guilty. About many things. The next day Frank went to the hospital and told Sammy that he would—not could, would—recuperate at his place in Palm Springs when he got out of the hospital.


[image: image]


Back on the upswing, covered with honors from Billboard and Down Beat and Metronome, Frank Sinatra truly seemed to have the world on a string. What was he doing sobbing to Cindy Bayes about the mess he had made of his life?


In the darkness of 5:00 a.m., he knew he was alone and always would be. “My father was a deeply feeling man who could not attain a meaningful intimate relationship,” Sinatra’s younger daughter, Tina, wrote in her memoir. “I don’t know that he ever had faith in finding a soul mate, even during his pursuit of Ava. After that marriage imploded, he would hedge all emotional bets. He would keep a part of himself safe and shut off. As he once told me, ‘I will never hurt like that again.’ ”


In protecting himself from hurt, he was only assuring himself another kind of pain, but one that was more easily anesthetized by ceaseless activity, by sex and romance, by alcohol. But that 5:00 a.m. moment always came, the moment when the anesthesia wore off.
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Three weeks later, another mess.


Sammy, rested and reenergized thanks to his stay in the desert and wearing a jaunty-looking patch over his left eye, celebrated his twenty-ninth birthday with a party at his new house in the Hollywood Hills. He was excited—about his recovery, which was proceeding well; about the gig that Herman Hover, the owner of Ciro’s, had promised the Mastin Trio as soon as Sammy was ready (Frank had leaned on Hover to make it happen); about the house, the first place he’d ever had to hang his hat in (although his white publicist Jess Rand had had to rent the place under his own name, for all too obvious reasons); about his birthday. The house was filled with friends—eating, drinking, smoking, laughing. Frank was there and a very pregnant Judy Garland. After a while Cindy Bayes arrived, escorted by Bob Neal, a dark-haired Texas playboy—in those days, there was still actually such a thing as a playboy—who had money to burn, being both an oilman and the heir to the Maxwell House coffee fortune.


After many drinks were consumed, Judy Garland and Cindy Bayes wanted to move the party along—they decided to go catch Mel Tormé at the Crescendo, a jazz club on Sunset. The agreeable Bob Neal was game; Frank, however, had no desire to go hear Mel Tormé. For one thing, Tormé was another singer, and a sublimely gifted one at that, capable of things even Sinatra couldn’t do (scatting, for example). For another, Frank and Tormé had history: not only had Frank dated Mel’s wife, Candy Toxton, before she married Mel, but he’d also shown up drunk at the couple’s engagement party and chased Toxton up the stairs, forcing her to lock herself in a bathroom.


Finally, Cindy Bayes told Frank that she, Garland, and Neal were going to the Crescendo whether he went or not. Perhaps not wanting to be edged out by the wealthy Casanova, Frank grudgingly agreed to go. Not a good start.


The party proceeded to the club and listened to Tormé. Apparently, Frank behaved himself. But when the club closed at 2:00 a.m., the foursome, feeling no pain, walked into the foyer with drinks hidden under their overcoats. The headwaiter noticed and warned the group that what they were doing was illegal and that a couple of plainclothes policemen were standing nearby.


This alone would have irked Sinatra.


At that moment, however, Mel Tormé’s press agent (as a publicist was called in those days), James Byron, who’d been standing nearby, either called out to the party or approached them and asked Bob Neal the name of his date. He might have put it more pungently, asking who the broad was. Byron almost certainly would have been inquiring about Cindy Bayes, although Sinatra, for reasons of his own, would later maintain that the press agent had failed to recognize Judy Garland—an unlikely possibility, no matter how pregnant she was. It was all very straightforward: filling out the names of the group would allow Byron to plant an item in the gossip columns about Sinatra and Garland coming to hear his client.


But Frank elected to take the inquiry amiss. According to Byron, “Sinatra said, ‘What business is it of yours? You’re probably a cop. I hate cops. You’re either a cop or a reporter. And I hate cops and newspapermen.’ ”


According to Kitty Kelley, Frank’s language was more pungent. According to Kelley, Sinatra lunged at Byron in the phone booth, shouting, “Get out of there, you bastard … You fucking parasite. You’re nothing but a leech. You’re a newspaperman. I hate cops and I hate reporters. Get out of there right now and take off your fucking glasses.”


By all accounts, all parties proceeded to the parking lot, where Frank yelled at Byron, “Why don’t you go out and make a decent living and not suck off other people? You leech.”


“And who are you, Frank?” Byron said. “You’re dependent on other people. You’re dependent on the press and the public.”


“I am not. I have talent and I am dependent only on myself,” Frank said.


Accounts now diverge considerably. According to Byron, “Sinatra told me to take off my glasses and then he jumped me. He hauled off with his left and hit me on the side of the face. We exchanged several blows and I hit him in the nose a couple of times.”


But years later, Cindy Bayes told her son, “The guy comes over to hit Frank and the guys from the parking lot were holding Frank’s arms down stupidly thinking they were helping him. Frank did not make the first hit.”


This jibes with Sinatra’s account: “I went back to Byron and told him to take his glasses off. Then suddenly two guys held my arms and Byron tried to knee me. He succeeded in denting my shin bone and clawing my hand. I couldn’t do anything because I was held by two men. I broke loose. It ended when I gave him a left hook and dumped him on his fanny.”


Of course it didn’t end there. Nothing with Frank ever ended anywhere near where he wanted it to end.
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“I have talent and I am dependent only on myself.” His restlessness and his impatience were of a piece with the emotional disconnect. His simple need for movement frequently trumped good sense. This even extended to his music. He would have seen from the beginning how deep his musical bond—and yes, therefore his emotional bond—with Nelson Riddle was, and some part of him might have resisted it. Riddle, a shy man who was in awe of Sinatra as both a musician and a star, would not, could not, have pressed the issue. And so just as he constantly looked for new lovers, Frank sought (and would continue to seek) other arrangers, even as some part of him must have known Riddle could give him all he needed, and more. There was some musical sense to this, but there was an emotional story behind it as well.


What else could account for the December 13 session with Ray Anthony and his orchestra, an outfit best known for “The Bunny Hop,” “The Hokey Pokey,” and the theme from Dragnet? Frank recorded two songs that day, both arranged by a former trombonist, not Nelson Riddle: his name was Dick Reynolds, and the tunes were “I’m Gonna Live till I Die,” a fast-paced belter whose title said the little the song had to say, and “Melody of Love,” a rather soppy waltz that, according to Will Friedwald, “may be the only Sinatra record completely bereft of anything resembling drama or even a climactic moment.”


A large statement. And this in a life so filled with drama and climactic moments.


He was searching. And in some ways flailing.
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A couple of days later, Not as a Stranger wrapped. Stanley Kramer swore he would never use Sinatra in a movie again, not even if he had to go begging with a tin cup. Kramer didn’t mention Mitchum or Marvin or Broderick Crawford, only Frank.
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I’m not going to get married. If I feel the need for company, I call up for a date and go out somewhere.


—FRANK SINATRA, TO A NEWSPAPER COLUMNIST, APRIL 1955


You be nice to tender people.


—HAROLD ARLEN TO FRANK SINATRA








Maybe an angel could save him.


Frank had first met Gloria Vanderbilt in the summer of 1945, when her husband, Leopold Stokowski, was conducting at the Hollywood Bowl. When the singer went backstage after the concert to congratulate the maestro, he took admiring notice of the sixty-three-year-old conductor’s swan-necked, ethereally lovely twenty-one-year-old wife, whose devotion to her husband bordered on worship.


Nine years later, the bicoastal gossip mill buzzed with the rumor that the role of handmaiden to a living legend was wearing on Madame Stokowski. The maestro toured frequently, while she stayed in New York caring for their two young sons. In the evenings, she was frequently out and about with starry company. An item in Dorothy Kilgallen’s column that November noted, “Gloria Vanderbilt Stokowski, who was almost a recluse for so many weeks after her marriage to the maestro, has done the complete reversal. Now hangs out in Sardi’s.” (Another item higher in the column read, “Don’t be surprised if Frank Sinatra and Ava Gardner decide they just can’t resist giving it another whirl.”) In private, Vanderbilt had asked her husband for a divorce; he had told her he would never let her go.


At thirty, the heiress was as famous as her husband, having first come to the world’s attention at age seven, as the center of a sensational custody battle between her flighty and hedonistic mother and her aunt the philanthropist Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney. Brought up by her aunt in luxury on Long Island and Fifth Avenue, Gloria blossomed into an exotic-looking, dark-haired beauty whose photograph first appeared in Harper’s Bazaar when she was fifteen. At seventeen, she went to Beverly Hills to visit her mother and instantly fell under the spell of Hollywood, and Hollywood fell for her: stars like Errol Flynn, Van Heflin, and George Montgomery danced attendance. After a disastrous early marriage to an actor’s agent named Pat DeCicco—a shady minion of Howard Hughes and probably a small-time hood—she met Stokowski, who seemed to promise an ideal life of artistic purity.


Gloria had long nourished artistic longings. She had studied acting; she also wrote poetry and had a gift for painting, avocations the possessive maestro liked better because they were solitary. Stokowski was far less pleased with his gregarious young wife’s attraction to the glittering life he called Vanity Fair and a circle that included her best friends, Carol Marcus (who’d twice been married to the writer William Saroyan) and Oona O’Neill Chaplin, as well as the songwriters Harold Arlen and Jule Styne (who’d moved back to New York to pick up his Broadway career) and the ever-provocative Truman Capote, who encouraged her to get out and get around, with other men if need be.


In early 1954, after Vanderbilt and the theater producer Gilbert Miller acted together in a skit for a charity ball, Miller proclaimed her “a star in the making,” citing her “electric presence, dignity, poise, intelligence, beautiful speech.” That fall she was cast alongside Franchot Tone in a revival of Saroyan’s Time of Your Life, to be produced at New York’s City Center theater that coming January.


Then Jule Styne called and said that Sinatra was coming to town and wanted to take her out.


Frank was to begin a three-week stand at the Copa just before Christmas, and the gossip columns were reporting he’d be accompanied to New York by Miss Sweden of 1951, Anita Ekberg. Perhaps conversation with Ekberg was wearing thin; maybe he just wanted to cover his bases; in any case, he had suddenly conceived a desire to see Gloria Vanderbilt.


Harold Arlen, also a friend of Frank’s, warned him, “You be nice to tender people.”


Frank was fully capable of this. It wasn’t falsity. In one part of his complex and contradictory soul, he was ever receptive to, even solicitous of, those who inspired his better angels.


Vanderbilt, for her part, was electrified by the call. “The phone can ring and your whole life can change,” she wrote in a memoir.






I’d met him once before … But that didn’t count. It didn’t count because he didn’t exist for me, no one did then. I was veiled, and others existed in my thoughts only as people permitted to stand in Leopold’s presence. Now it was different—in an instant everything had changed, and all I could think of was whether I was thin enough, thin enough to meet him.








The date was made through Styne: 7:30 p.m. on Tuesday, December 21. There is a photograph of the two of them that night, at a performance of the new hit Broadway musical The Pajama Game,* seated—where else?—in the first row of the orchestra at the St. James Theater. Though photographers weren’t allowed into the theater, one had somehow managed to sneak in and get a shot: Frank on the aisle, handsome in a dark suit—you can almost smell the bay rum on his cheeks—but appearing strangely disengaged with the glorious creature on his left, studiously examining his playbill and actually appearing to be chewing gum. He looks almost bored. Can this be? More likely, it is the look of a man, oversensitive to begin with, who has detected the photographer in his peripheral vision and who, though he strongly wishes not to be seen or bothered, is doing his best, in the dignified surroundings of the orchestra section of a Broadway theater, amid the ladies in their furs and pearls and the gents in their black tie, not to create the all too expectable incident.


On the face of it, they are a mismatch. Gloria Vanderbilt, a vision in white silk, her hair pulled back, a quadruple strand of freshwater pearls around her beautiful neck, diamond swags hanging from those lovely ears, fits far better with the tuxedoed toff seated on her other side, a blond hunk with a perfectly unreflective face and a no doubt irreproachable pedigree … But here she is with Sinatra, and this photographer, hoping to get the pair to look at his camera, has triggered his flash. Distracted from the playbill she holds in white-gloved hands, her head snapping up so quickly that the swag hanging from her left ear is a blur of motion, she shoots the man a look of cold fury. “She looks,” a biographer wrote, “like a gorgeous cobra that could kill you with one swift glance.” But her anger likely covers another, less imperious emotion; she is after all still a married woman, caught, if not quite in the act of betrayal, then well along in the intention.


Yet Sinatra meant more to her than sex or even love. “I’m seeing him again tonight,” she wrote, breathlessly, of the morning after, “and all day, even though I got no sleep, instead of being tired I feel high, like I’m taking deep drafts of some kind of rare oxygen that connects not with another person but with an unknown place in myself … Because when I’m inside that place I have the courage to be free … He is the bridge, the bridge to set me free.”
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Sinatra’s affair with Gloria Vanderbilt was brief but fiery, the catalyst that loosed her from her marriage to the conductor Leopold Stokowski: “He is the bridge, the bridge to set me free,” she wrote of Frank.


Less than a week after they met, Vanderbilt would move with her sons out of the Gracie Square penthouse they’d lived in with Stokowski to a hotel on Park Avenue. The papers would soon announce the couple’s separation.


But what was she to Frank?


They would have just three weeks together, and then he was off to Australia, for concerts in Melbourne and Sydney. For those three weeks, they saw each other almost every night, for propriety’s sake in the company of an older pair, Frank’s friend the sports columnist Jimmy Cannon and the actress Joan Blondell, the four of them riding around Manhattan in a long black limousine. (A decade later, the weeks with Vanderbilt would find an unintentional echo in Ervin Drake’s “blue-blooded girls of independent means” lyric for “It Was a Very Good Year.”) Vanderbilt recalled that one night at dinner Frank “turned to me and said that he’d thought about me, wanted to see me again, ever since that night he’d watched me in the audience at the [Hollywood Bowl] concert, how I’d looked at Leopold as he conducted, my eyes never leaving him. I winced.”


She winced because at the moment she felt disloyal, but could she also have been wincing at Sinatra’s vision of the perfect handmaiden? A woman of rare sensibility, delicacy, and beauty who would speak softly and walk a step behind? She had been twenty-one then; now she was thirty. She was a caterpillar molting.


“At that point, I never thought I could be in love or involved with anyone again unless we could work together,” Vanderbilt recalled, fifty-five years later. “That’s what I really wanted.”


But this was her dream, not his.


For Christmas, he gave her a Tiffany bracelet engraved “For Miracle and Me”—because, she remembered, “we both said that it was sort of a miracle that we had met.” On New Year’s Eve, there was a party in his penthouse suite at the Sherry-Netherland, and when the other guests left, Frank turned off the lights and took her to the window. “You looked down over the park, which was just beautiful, and it was snowing,” she remembered. In the frost on the window he drew a heart and traced their initials inside: FS & GV.


In his fortieth year, he too was sweetly dreaming that he might find what he needed with her. “We talked about having children together,” Vanderbilt said. “We talked a lot about places we’d like to go to together—the things that lovers talk about when they’re fantasizing, you know.


“He never talked about Ava. He would drink Jack Daniel’s, but I never saw him drunk once. And I never saw him belligerent; I never saw anything like that.”


She told him about her affection-starved girlhood and how terrifying it had felt to be a child in the public eye. Oddly, he confided back something for which the public had long criticized him. “He was very open in talking about his relationship with the Mob,” she recalled. “And how conflicted he was about it. He was drawn to it, he said.”


He was stripping himself bare for her. But there were so many layers still beneath.
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“The list of celebrities who can’t get to see Sinatra is almost more glittering than the roster of those who make it,” Dorothy Kilgallen reported a few days after New Year’s. “Latest victims of the velvet rope include Zsa Zsa and Rubi [the international playboy Porfirio Rubirosa] … and Marlon Brando.”


Maybe Frank slipped the Copa doorman a C-note to keep Brando out. But no doorman on earth would have stood in the way of Sinatra’s January 7 visitor: on that night, Marilyn Monroe, newly platinum blonde and wearing a white ermine jacket, accompanied by the photographer Milton Greene and his wife, walked into the sold-out show and proceeded directly to a ringside table. Frank stopped the show and gave her a wink when she sat down.
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On Tuesday night, January 11, between sets at the Copa, Frank whisked Gloria down to the Statler Hotel to attend a celebration for Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey, who twenty years or so earlier had gotten together to form the Dorsey Brothers Orchestra. The occasion was loaded with ambivalence: for one thing, the two brothers, who were famously hot-tempered and competitive, had split up to form separate bands almost immediately. For another, Frank Sinatra, who joined Tommy Dorsey’s band in 1939 and left in 1942 to go out on his own as a singer, had parted with the domineering bandleader on acrimonious terms, amid furious recriminations and lawsuits from Dorsey and, probably, a threat of gangland violence against Dorsey by Frank’s north Jersey godfather Willie Moretti.


During Sinatra’s three years with the then-all-powerful Tommy Dorsey Orchestra, the spotlight had shifted from the charismatic bandleader to the even more charismatic singer. And in leaving Dorsey, Sinatra had, virtually single-handedly, ushered out the big-band era and ushered in the age of the vocalist as star. A dozen years on, he was the star of stars, and Dorsey was old news. Tommy, who with his prematurely white hair had once been nicknamed the Old Man by his musicians, really did look old, though he was not yet fifty. He would be dead within two years.


Yet all the past battles appeared to be forgotten at the anniversary gala, which proceeded amid affectionate speeches and a general haze of nostalgia. Frank had reminisced fondly to Gloria about his old days traveling with Dorsey—indeed, he would continue for the rest of his life to recall those days to friends, as though they had been the best of his life. That night at the Statler, he sang two of the songs most identified with him during the Dorsey years, Ruth Lowe’s “I’ll Never Smile Again” and Joe Bushkin and John DeVries’s “Oh! Look at Me Now,” laughingly making a hash of the latter’s lyrics. After apologizing, he said, “Here’s a song Tommy just asked me to do that I had the—I don’t know whether you call it good fortune, whatever it was, I wrote the lyrics to this. Ha-ha-ha! Lyrics! Oh boy! I’m leavin’! I’m packin’!”


He was being genuinely self-deprecating, and the effect was utterly charming. (The fact that Gloria was beaming at him from the audience would have inspired him.) Then he began singing the tune, which he wrote in 1941 with Sol Parker and Hank Sanicola:






This love of mine goes on and on,


Though life is empty since you have gone.








Listening today, one is struck by the contrast between the Jersey boy who has just spoken and the nonpareil interpreter of the American popular song now singing with such beautiful tone and diction. (Gloria was probably still beaming, though listening carefully to the lyrics might have given her pause.) But to see the singer as somehow inauthentic to the speaker is to ignore the twenty years of very hard work the kid from Hoboken had put himself through. And at this moment, unbeknownst to all but a few people, he was working harder than ever.
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In the second week of January, Gloria began rehearsals for The Time of Your Life. Frank came to watch and was impressed; at least that was what he told her. In a few months, he told her, his production company was going to make a movie called Johnny Concho, his first Western. There might be a role in it for her. She was thrilled. They had their farewell dinner at Le Pavillon, and then, after another apricot-and-aqua dawn, the gorgeous dream faded and he was off to Australia.
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His last overseas tour, in Europe with Ava in the spring of 1953, had been up-and-down. He had begun recording with Riddle before he left, they were already making magic together, but the world didn’t know it yet. Frank barely knew it himself. His down period was then entering its nadir: Ava had one foot out the door; his confidence was wobbling. He played to packed houses in northern Italy and Rome, but in Naples, where the promoter had taken it upon himself to advertise that Gardner would be appearing along with him, the crowds and the press were far more interested in the resplendent Ava, whose movie career was surging, than in her small, pale consort. The audience chanted her name—“Ah-va! Ah-va! Ah-va!”—and threw seat cushions when she wouldn’t join him onstage. In Sweden, the small audiences barely applauded. One theater manager, alleging that Frank spent more time backstage checking his boat schedule than entertaining the public, refused to pay his fee. Claiming a nervous collapse, Sinatra ended the tour early.


Things were very different in January 1955. Sinatra landed in Sydney, his fourteen-year-old daughter, Nancy, in tow, and joked easily with the press, giving long interviews to radio and newspaper reporters before his first concert. He was scheduled to give fifteen shows over ten nights in Australia; for this, he would be paid $80,000—roughly the equivalent of $700,000 today.


He was worth every penny. The crowds were big and welcoming; they laughed at his jokes. And he sang magnificently, reveling in the incomparable vocal instrument that was—just then—at its peak: rich and feeling on the ballads, supple and athletic on the up-tempo numbers. In the closing song of his January 19 show at West Melbourne Stadium, “Ol’ Man River,” he flaunted his renowned breath control on the phrase “you get a little drunk and you lands in jail,” holding the low note on the word “jail” until it seemed no human could hold it any longer, then dropping the tone a fifth, then dropping again, then moving seamlessly into “I gets weary and sick of tryin’,” all on a single lungful of air, for an astonishing twenty seconds or more.


For comfort and solidity, Frank had brought along a small combo of his regular musicians: Bud Shank on alto sax, the guitarist Nick Bonney, the drummer Max Albright, and, playing piano and conducting Dennis Collinson’s local orchestra, Bill Miller. In the three years he’d been working with Sinatra, Miller, a brilliant and inventive musician himself, had become, as Sinatra chronicler Richard Havers writes, “his musical confidant … Frank and Bill would work together on songs before going into the studio, teasing out the subtle nuances, working on the phrasing and slight shifts in the timing that gave Frank his unique approach to what were in many cases old songs, and in others already standards.” Their complete ease with each other was especially evident on the beautiful duet of Sinatra’s old 1940s chestnut “(I Got a Woman Crazy for Me) She’s Funny That Way” and would reach its artistic apogee, of course, on their solo-piano-backed version of the great Johnny Mercer–Harold Arlen saloon song “One for My Baby,” recorded in 1958 but not released until 1990.


The troupe also included a young vocalist named Ann McCormack, about whom Nancy junior, who was keeping a diary of the trip, made a sorrowful discovery. Needing some hotel stationery on which to write home, she looked in the desk drawer of her father’s room and found, along with paper and envelopes, “some intimate ladies’ apparel.”


Nancy knew her father had been seeing one of the girls in the show, she writes; what she didn’t know was that the girl had been with Frank next door. She was so upset that she stopped writing in her diary.


The incident rhymes oddly with another discovery Nancy writes about in Frank Sinatra: My Father—a time when, playing dress-up in her mother’s dressing room as a little girl, she’d happened upon a stack of movie magazines hidden in the closet, fan magazines that contained photographs of the still-married Frank with girlfriends like Marilyn Maxwell and Lana Turner. “I was devastated,” she wrote. Whatever she was looking for in that hotel desk drawer, the thing she actually found might have upset more than surprised her.
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Around 8:00 p.m. on Tuesday, February 8, Frank Sinatra walked into KHJ Radio Studios in Hollywood and greeted the small group already assembled there: the producer Voyle Gilmore and a handful of musicians—Bill Miller, the celesta player Paul Smith, the guitarist George Van Eps, the bassist Phil Stephens, the drummer Alvin Stoller. For the first four songs Frank would be recording for his new album—Rodgers and Hart’s “Dancing on the Ceiling” and “Glad to Be Unhappy,” Kay Swift’s “Can’t We Be Friends?,” and Alec Wilder’s “I’ll Be Around”—there would be no strings, no horns. Nelson Riddle had written the minimalist arrangements but was not present to conduct that night; instead, Miller would lead the session from the piano. Frank had been preparing his new album, his third for Capitol, for months, meticulously planning the song list and the sequencing of the tunes and, collaborating closely with Bill Miller and Riddle—often at night at Sinatra’s house—working out every note, phrase, and nuance.
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Bill Miller, Sinatra’s musical right hand for forty years, a brilliant artist who chose to live in his boss’s shadow. In tribute to the pianist’s perpetual pallor, Frank called him Suntan Charlie.


The album, as Will Friedwald writes, “inaugurated [Frank’s] tradition of using a title song to set the mood, something he continued doing off and on for the rest of his career.” The song in this case was Bob Hilliard and Dave Mann’s “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning.”


Hilliard and Mann had dashed the song off in a postmidnight session just a few months earlier. As befitted the hour of the composition, both music and lyrics were of an exquisitely gentle sadness—an emotion that, in Frank’s post-Ava life, felt all too familiar. Yet it was a hallmark of Sinatra’s resurgence that he could now alchemize his sadness into gold. Bill Miller told Friedwald that “both singer and pianist instantly realized that ‘In the Wee Small Hours’ was going to be an important number for them.”


No Sinatra album to date had set an emotional ambience so strongly as this one would. The first two albums of his Capitol period, Songs for Young Lovers and Swing Easy!, had each sustained a mood, but more simplistically: you could call them concept albums, if you wanted to cite concepts like Romantic or Upbeat. In the Wee Small Hours was a far more complex piece of work. The disc jockey and Sinatra specialist Jonathan Schwartz has compared it to both a novel and a two-act play, writing, “Sinatra, a man who lived his life in italics, was a piece of high drama in many acts. The record album—with its first-act curtain, ‘When Your Lover Has Gone,’ and intermission as the disc was turned over, and the second act’s opening number, ‘What Is This Thing Called Love?’—helped create the perfect format for the dramatic figure Sinatra had become.”


Besides the title song, the carefully worked-out song list, and the exquisite orchestrations, technology itself benefited—and shaped—Wee Small. Sinatra had seen a lot of recording history in his twenty-year career. In his first two years at Columbia Records, a record album, like the photograph album from which it took its name, was a large, heavy, object-containing book—the objects in this case being ten-inch 78 rpm shellac phonograph records, with one song of about three minutes’ duration per side. Sinatra’s first album, Columbia’s 1946 release The Voice of Frank Sinatra, had contained four 78s, eight songs, and weighed a couple of pounds. When Columbia introduced the first 33 rpm long-playing album in 1948, it suddenly became possible to put eight songs on just one ten-inch vinyl disc: inside its cardboard sleeve, the album now weighed only a few ounces.


In the Wee Small Hours was Sinatra’s first twelve-inch LP, a format that gave the singer the luxurious span of sixteen songs, more than forty-eight minutes of music, to weave his spell (to cover all bases commercially, Capitol also released the album in double-disc ten-inch and quadruple-disc 45 rpm extended-play formats). Wee Small is an amazingly integrated piece of work, both for its time and for all time, holding its mood of tender sadness throughout, amid the many somber colors of Nelson Riddle’s musical palette. Frank so often sings in a kind of hush that when he momentarily switches gears from gentle to rascally, as in the cynical verse to “Can’t We Be Friends?” (“I took each word she said as gospel truth/The way a silly little child would”), the effect is jarring. This is an album of capitulation, not retaliation—his “Ava album,” as Frank would later call it.


Two of the songs that feel most naked in this regard are Hoagy Carmichael’s exquisitely ironic “I Get Along Without You Very Well,” with a lyric based on a poem by Jane Brown Thompson, and Cole Porter’s towering “What Is This Thing Called Love?” On the latter, with its lyric equal to any Roman ode, Sinatra is in spine-chillingly peak vocal form; as he makes plunging melodic improvisations that flirt with basso territory, he sounds like a cave of the winds. But then, with one of his patented lyrical improvisations, he comes close to ruining this great rendition of a great song. Porter’s superbly concise lines convey in absolutely minimal form all the soaring hope and crushing heartbreak of new love:






I saw you there one wonderful day,


You took my heart and threw it away.








Yet Frank, for reasons best known to himself, takes it upon himself to augment the second line:






But you took my heart and you threw my heart away.








This was a very long way from the Frank Sinatra of twenty years earlier, who as a singing waiter at the Rustic Cabin in Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, got so nervous at the sight of Cole Porter in the house one night that he forgot the words to “Night and Day”* and was reduced to singing the title phrase over and over again. This was an artist who now considered himself the equal, and the collaborator, of any of the great artists whose songs he was singing.
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The story goes that Sinatra was so thrilled with Riddle’s arrangement of “What Is This Thing Called Love?” that after he had finally satisfied himself with a perfect vocal (on the twenty-first take! small wonder that he was fooling around with the words), he turned to the arranger and said, “Nelson, you’re a gas.”


There was a pause while the serious, socially awkward Riddle came up with the best answer he could think of. “Likewise,” Nelson said.


The musicians gave each other looks.
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On the night of March 30, a year and five days after his Academy Award triumph, Frank stood once again on the stage of the Pantages Theater in Hollywood, once again in black tie—except that this time instead of accepting an award, he was presenting one: the Best Supporting Actress Oscar, to Eva Marie Saint for On the Waterfront. That movie, with twelve nominations and eight wins, was the big winner that night—the biggest since the year before, when From Here to Eternity had had thirteen nominations and won eight Oscars, including Sinatra’s for Best Supporting Actor. Best Actor this year went to Marlon Brando for his role as the Christlike longshoreman Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront: an upset victory over the favorite, Bing Crosby in The Country Girl.


But the biggest upset in the Pantages Theater that night might have been in Frank Sinatra’s stomach. He had badly wanted the role of Terry Malloy, which had seemed so perfect for him: the film was even to be shot in Hoboken. (Though as a teenager Frank had actually worked—briefly—on the Hoboken docks, he had not discovered in himself much of a taste for manual labor.) On the Waterfront’s producer, Sam Spiegel, had pursued Sinatra relentlessly for the role, promising it to him, declaring that no one else on earth was as qualified to play it, assuring him that it would win him a Best Actor Oscar to book-end that other statuette. In the end, though, it was a matter of pure economics where Sam Spiegel was concerned: Marlon Brando, one of the biggest box-office draws in the world, would simply put more asses in movie theater seats.


Where On the Waterfront’s director, Elia Kazan, was concerned, Brando—who had demonstrated astonishing craft and versatility in films like A Streetcar Named Desire, Julius Caesar, Viva Zapata!, and The Wild One—was the better artistic choice as well. “Frank Sinatra would have been wonderful, but Marlon was more vulnerable,” Kazan later said. “He had this great range of violent emotions to draw from. He had more schism, more pain, and so much shame—the actor who played Terry had to have a lot of shame.” As From Here to Eternity had shown, to the surprise of many, Frank could portray vulnerability wonderfully on-screen. Displaying shame, on-screen or off, was not his forte.


When Brando got the role, Frank “half destroyed” his living room in a fit of rage. Now Brando had the Oscar Sam Spiegel had promised to Sinatra.


And now history was about to repeat itself, this time as musical comedy.


In early 1954, after picking up the movie rights to Frank Loesser’s smash Broadway musical Guys and Dolls (based on Damon Runyon’s Times Square short stories) for $1 million, Samuel Goldwyn hired the renowned writer-director Joseph L. Mankiewicz to helm the film, then spent a very well-publicized half year trying to cast the four principals: the smooth-talking high roller Sky Masterson; the rough-hewn gambler Nathan Detroit; Nathan’s long-suffering fiancée, the chorine Miss Adelaide; and the pious but sexy missionary Sergeant Sarah Brown.


As was (and still is) frequently the case in Hollywood, many casting permutations were bruited about, with stars as diverse as Gene Kelly, Bing Crosby, Bob Hope, Clark Gable, Robert Mitchum, Kirk Douglas, and Burt Lancaster (and for one mad moment Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis) mentioned as possibilities for the male leads. Betty Grable, Jane Russell, Debbie Reynolds, Grace Kelly, and Marilyn Monroe were all in the running at one time or another for the part of Adelaide or Sarah. A Hedda Hopper column of early May had Goldwyn asking Frank Sinatra to play the “Guy Madison”* role (Goldwyn, who was born in Poland and immigrated to America in his teens, had a notoriously interesting relationship with the English language). But soon afterward, word got out that Goldwyn and Mankiewicz were in hot pursuit of Marlon Brando to play Sky Masterson.


If it’s true that Goldwyn had first approached Sinatra to play Masterson, then his initial instincts were good. On Broadway, Sky had been played by Robert Alda (the father of Alan), a handsome leading man with a pleasant voice. Alda sang several of the show’s key songs, both solo and together with Isabel Bigley, who played Sarah Brown. Sam Levene, who was a wonderful actor but could barely carry a tune, played Nathan Detroit. To compensate for Levene’s limited vocal abilities, Frank Loesser wrote Nathan’s only solo, “Sue Me,” in a single octave. Levene croaked the song out very effectively.


By June, Earl Wilson was reporting that Samuel Goldwyn wanted Frank Sinatra to play Nathan Detroit.


Thirty years later, in a talk at Yale Law School, Sinatra confessed to having been nonplussed by Goldwyn’s apparent change of mind. “[My] agent said to me, ‘Sam Goldwyn loves you, Frank, and I know you admire him and I love him.’ I said, ‘That’s true, but I don’t want to play Nathan because I don’t know how to play him.’ I meant it. I didn’t know how to play him. I said, ‘If it was the other way around, the role of Sky Masterson is a vocalist,’ and I said that’s what I thought should be the part I’d play. He said, ‘But it may be [Goldwyn’s] last film … You’d do a wonderful thing if you’d just play the role and make him happy.’ ”


Goldwyn’s biographer A. Scott Berg tells a rather different story. “In the midst of negotiations, Frank Sinatra’s agent got hold of the script,” he writes.






His client insisted on being in the picture. There would be no conflict in the fact that Goldwyn was about to sign Brando; Sinatra was desperate to play Nathan Detroit. Mankiewicz thought Sinatra was all wrong for the part; in fact, he still hoped to talk Goldwyn into signing Sam Levene … But he met the singer at the Beverly Hills Hotel and found that “Frank was just in love with it.” Even though Brando and Sinatra were better suited for each other’s roles, Goldwyn liked the ring of the stars’ names.








Sinatra, his career still on the post-slump upswing, received third billing, after Brando and Jean Simmons, who played Sergeant Sarah.


Marlon Brando might have been the world’s most brilliant movie actor, but there was this one small detail: he had never sung in a movie before. And another: Joseph L. Mankiewicz—who had directed Brando in Julius Caesar—had never written or directed a musical.


For the sake of getting on the picture, Frank had made no fuss about Goldwyn’s signing Brando for a role Frank felt should have been his. This didn’t mean he had reconciled himself to the situation.* In some ways, the slightly timid and awkward character of Nathan Detroit was a rehash of the timid and awkward Clarence Doolittle character Sinatra had played in Anchors Aweigh and more or less reprised in other roles of the 1940s. Goldwyn had given the Gene Kelly role to Brando.


Under the expert control of Mankiewicz, whom both Frank and Brando respected, the shoot of Guys and Dolls proceeded efficiently but with a certain amount of tension. “Brando’s desire to continually rehearse wore on ‘one-take Charlie’ Sinatra,” Tom Santopietro writes.






Frank, fueled by instinct, not intellectual analysis, never did grow comfortable with cerebral actors and was not particularly circumspect in his critique of Brando’s Method ways, referring to the estimable Brando as Mumbles. Or, as Sinatra pungently told director Mankiewicz, “Don’t put me in the game, Coach, until Mumbles is through rehearsing.” (Of course, Brando got his own back by proclaiming that when Sinatra dies, “The first thing he’ll do will be find God and yell at him for making him bald.”)








But if Frank was building up a head of steam about Brando, he might not have been eager to go up against a man who was eight years younger, muscular, and no shrinking violet himself when it came to physical confrontation. The production’s single chronicled detonation occurred between Frank Sinatra and Frank Loesser.


Goldwyn and Mankiewicz had cut five of the Broadway show’s key musical numbers, ordering Frank Loesser to write three new songs for the film—songs Loesser didn’t like very much—including one, “Adelaide,” specifically designed to beef up Sinatra’s on-screen singing time. The skids were greased for a face-off between the two hot-tempered Franks.


“Sinatra apparently felt that Nathan’s character should conform to his own well-established crooning style, whereas my father felt that Nathan should remain a brassy Broadway tough who sang with more grits than gravy,” Frank Loesser’s daughter wrote in a memoir.






I am told that my father conducted himself with uncharacteristic restraint for a time, watching Sinatra do his thing—until, finally, he could stand it no longer. After a rehearsal that left his blood boiling, he approached Sinatra with an offer to give him some help with “Sue Me,” some tips on what he’d had in mind when he wrote the song …


“Why don’t we meet in my bungalow and rehearse it?” he asked mildly through his clenched teeth.


“If you want to see me,” Sinatra said, “you can come to my dressing room.”


My father left the set to go outside and jump up and down and scream for a while. When he was calmer, he showed up at Sinatra’s dressing room only to find it crowded with hangers-on and noisy with radio music.


“How the hell can we rehearse in this atmosphere?” he said, his blood resuming its full boil.


“We’ll do it my way,” Sinatra said, “or you can fuck off.”


A contrapuntal duet of explosions swiftly followed, culminating in each man’s avowal never to work with the other again.








Or as Wilfrid Sheed put it in his meditation on the great writers of the American popular songbook, The House That George Built, “Frank Sinatra … never forgave Frank Loesser for telling him how to play Nathan Detroit. The nerve of some people.”
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Early in April, the syndicated columnist Bob Thomas had the temerity to ask Sinatra about the status of his marriage to Ava Gardner. Frank responded with what sounded like resignation. “It’s a stalemate,” he told Thomas.






“She established residence in Nevada, but she never filed the papers for divorce. I don’t know what she’s going to do.”


He left no doubt that the marriage is over, but he’s not concerned about a divorce.


“I’m not going to get married,” he said. “If I feel the need for company, I call up for a date and go out somewhere. I have no plans for anything serious.”








Sinatra laughed, the columnist wrote, when asked if he had any plans to marry Gloria Vanderbilt.






Frank cracked, “Sure—and what’s the penalty for bigamy these days?” He pointed out that he was still legally wed to Ava and Miss Vanderbilt to Leo Stokowski.


“I found Gloria delightful company,” he said. “It was wonderful to hear a woman talk intelligently about music and books. Out here, the girls seem to limit their conversation to what’s happening in Hollywood and at the race track.”








Thomas reported that Frank had signed a five-year, five-picture deal with United Artists and was talking with other studios about various projects. “But the story he is most interested in is ‘Teahouse of the August Moon,’ ” the columnist wrote. “He would like to play the Okinawan interpreter.”


The role, of course, went to Marlon Brando.
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One night in the spring of 1955, Peggy Lou Connelly, an attractive twenty-three-year-old singer from Fort Worth, accompanied a girlfriend to the Villa Capri in Hollywood, where the friend, a model married to a jazz pianist, hoped to meet Sinatra. “I did everything to discourage her, because I liked her husband a lot, but I didn’t think anything would come of it, so I let myself be dragged along,” Connelly remembered more than fifty years later.


As it happened, Sinatra was at the Villa Capri that night, sitting with his close friend the songwriter Jimmy Van Heusen. And, Connelly recalled, the two young women had barely ordered their food when Van Heusen loomed up out of the smoky darkness and asked if they would mind if Mr. Sinatra came over and had coffee with them after they’d finished their dinner.


For an innocent girl from Fort Worth, the sight of Van Heusen was alarming, to say the least. “He had rather bulbous eyes and rather unattractive teeth, and he was balding,” Connelly said. To her friend, though, it didn’t matter what the emissary looked like—Sinatra was Sinatra. Of course they would have coffee with him, she said.


Connelly, for her part, was terrified by the prospect of meeting Frank. She was a young girl from the provinces, living at the Hollywood Studio Club, a chaperoned residence for aspiring actresses. “I had been in Hollywood for such a short time that I was impressed by bit players,” Connelly recalled. “To meet one of the biggest stars in the world, I was not prepared for it. So I did not speak, really. I smiled, and when Frank asked me ‘Where are you from?’ I smiled and said my name and said, ‘I’m from Texas, and I’m a singer.’ That’s really all I said.”


The dark-haired, freckle-faced Connelly sat shyly while her gorgeous friend did all the talking, flirting aggressively with Sinatra. “And after ten minutes he stood up and he said to me—not my friend—‘Miss Connelly, would you like to have dinner with me next Thursday?’ He liked to be formal. And I said yes, and Jimmy took my phone number. And so it began.”


What began that night for Peggy Connelly was a three-year relationship with Sinatra, one that would bring her into frequent contact with the man who would soon become the most important composer in Frank’s life and was already his procurer in chief, Jimmy Van Heusen. She never got over her first impression. “I used to feel sorry for him because I thought he was so ugly,” Connelly recalled. “I never saw him with a girl. I never even saw him get near the prostitutes that he used to bring around.”


Van Heusen, born Edward Chester Babcock in Syracuse, New York, in 1913 (he invented the sporty pseudonym as a teenage disc jockey), was a paradox: foulmouthed, obsessed with sex and alcohol, but a songwriter of deep and delicate gifts, verging on genius. He and Sinatra had first met in Manhattan in the lean 1930s, when Van Heusen was plugging songs for the music publisher Remick and trying to sell a few tunes of his own and Frank, who had yet to meet Harry James or Tommy Dorsey, was still singing at the Rustic Cabin. The skinny Hoboken kid with the sublime voice used to gather up his pal Nick Sevano and ferry across the Hudson to hit the nightspots with Van Heusen and Hank Sanicola, who at the time was also plugging songs in Tin Pan Alley. Another member of the posse was a fast-talking, wisecracking, breathtakingly talented little lyricist named Sammy Cahn, then working with a songwriter named Saul Chaplin.


From the beginning, Van Heusen’s songs had a melodic subtlety that made him highly sought after by singers: in a historic sequence of New York recording sessions by Sinatra and the Dorsey band between February and August 1940, the first number Frank recorded was a Van Heusen tune, co-written with the lyricist Eddie De Lange, called “Shake Down the Stars.” Another, “Polka Dots and Moonbeams,” written with Johnny Burke, was one of Sinatra’s loveliest early ballads.


It was Burke, Bing Crosby’s lyricist (Crosby called him “the Poet”), who lured Van Heusen to Hollywood, in the summer of 1940, to help him write songs for Bing’s movies. (Sammy Cahn would make a similar move not long afterward, to write motion-picture music with Jule Styne.) Jimmy, who’d used his first song royalties to take flying lessons and then bought his own plane, a two-seat Luscombe Silvaire, flew himself to Los Angeles. His last fuel stop before Van Nuys Airport was a dot on the map called Palm Springs. In the late summer of 1940, the airport there was nothing but a couple of adobe huts and a few fuel drums, and the incredible heat shimmered off the tarmac, yet the minute Van Heusen stepped out of his plane, he was happy. He had suffered all his life from sinus trouble; suddenly he could really breathe for the first time. He was in love with the desert. It was to be a lifelong affair and another of the passions he shared with Sinatra.


While Burke and Van Heusen turned out tunes for Crosby’s movies, Frank Sinatra soared into stardom with Dorsey, then left the band and, in 1943, moved to California and began making movies. With his 4-F draft status, Frank was able to build his singing and film careers throughout World War II; Van Heusen did double duty, writing movie music with Burke by night and risking his life as a test pilot for Lockheed during the day.


But after the war, Burke became progressively more debilitated by alcoholism. “When I wrote ‘But Beautiful’ [in 1947], he was so sick that he couldn’t pick up a cup of coffee off the table,” Van Heusen recalled. “He had to put his face down and sip it.”


Van Heusen’s partnerships with lyricists had always been, in modern parlance, monogamish, but as Burke’s health worsened, Jimmy was forced to branch out even more. There was also the fact that as Bing Crosby passed age fifty, he was contemplating retirement. Crosby had inspired a certain unsentimental edge in Burke and Van Heusen’s work for him, specifically enjoining Johnny not to write the phrase “I love you” in any of the lyrics. Without the lodestars of Burke and Crosby to guide him, Van Heusen engaged in some sheerly commercial work that had a whiff of cynicism about it. What else would explain the soupy “You, My Love,” the theme for Young at Heart, which Jimmy wrote with the frequent Harry Warren collaborator Mack Gordon; or the fittingly turgid theme song for Not as a Stranger (“I think of youuu, my love, not as a stranger”), composed with the lyricist Buddy Kaye?


Then Sinatra had an idea.


In the spring of 1955, he signed with MGM to co-star with Debbie Reynolds in a movie adaptation of a Broadway comedy called The Tender Trap, a very 1950s story about a confirmed bachelor and cynical ladies’ man who finally gets reeled in by a dewy young thing. Metro wanted a theme song for the picture, one that Frank could sing over the titles, and Frank had just the writers in mind: Sammy Cahn and Jimmy Van Heusen.


It was perfect. Cahn too was in need of a new collaborator, his longtime partner Styne having decamped for Broadway. Like Van Heusen, Cahn had already done significant work for Sinatra, including (with Styne) the great songs “I Fall in Love Too Easily,” “Guess I’ll Hang My Tears Out to Dry,” and “Time After Time.” His lyrics, though never pedestrian, tended to have a heart-felt, almost coercively emotional quality. But he also had another side: after immigrating to Hollywood and before succumbing to the charms of Goldwyn Girl Gloria Delson, whom he married in 1945, Sammy had been part of the poker-playing, skirt-chasing crew that frequented Sinatra’s Sunset Tower bachelor pad. Though he no longer alley-catted with Sinatra and Van Heusen, he had long delighted in writing witty, often bawdy special lyrics for parties and other occasions. He and Jimmy Van Heusen could each use a songwriting partner capable of delivering the other from schmaltz. They were a musical marriage waiting to happen, and Sinatra had made the match.
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Sinatra brought the songwriters Sammy Cahn and Jimmy Van Heusen together, giving each man a partner who could deliver him from schmaltz. They wrote some forty songs for Frank, including such enduring hits as “Come Fly with Me.”
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Then all those hookers our boy met


He had the kind of fun that no one could hardly rap


He banged the way you do on a tymp


And lived just like a musical pimp.


—SAMMY CAHN, SPECIAL-OCCASION LYRICS COMPOSED FOR JIMMY VAN HEUSEN’S FIFTY-FOURTH BIRTHDAY








Something about Julius Epstein’s script for The Tender Trap clearly spoke to Frank—something beyond the chance to return to MGM, which had so unceremoniously dumped him five years earlier; something even beyond the prospect of being top billed for the first time in a film comedy. He would play Charlie Reader, a thirty-five-year-old Manhattan theatrical agent who leads the bachelor life of Riley, 1950s-style, traffic directing a steady stream of gorgeous and compliant young women who show up at the door of his gloriously panoramic Sutton Place apartment. Of course, because it is a story, Charlie has to change in the third act, and change for a perennial bachelor naturally means settling down. Will he choose Sylvia, the wry and sophisticated concert violinist with a few miles on her (played by the thirty-eight-year-old Celeste Holm), or Julie (portrayed by the twenty-three-year-old Debbie Reynolds), the theatrical ingenue so bent on marrying and making babies that even a starring role in a Broadway musical barely appeals to her?


Seen today, the 1955 movie is a load of Technicolor hooey, scarcely spiced up by the epic amount of smoking and drinking that goes on and the Feydeau-esque comings and goings of Charlie’s various luscious squeezes, their plenteousness and pulchritude helpfully underlined by the eye-popping double takes of Charlie’s best friend, the married but itchy Joe (David Wayne). Even the title of the picture and its theme song seems like a joke, and a semi-dirty one at that. “Every time Jack Benny sees me at a party,” Sammy Cahn wrote in his memoir, “before he even says hello, he will say, ‘How could anyone … write a song called “The Tender Trap”?’ ” Can anyone actually have bought any of this malarkey?


Well, yes. For one thing, silly title or no, the theme, the first outing by the new team of Cahn and Van Heusen, was just terrific: in a beautiful opening sequence (the movie goes straight downhill from there), Sinatra sings “The Tender Trap” as he struts toward the camera, all alone under a bright blue CinemaScope sky.


And autres temps, autres mœurs, as the French say. What feels appallingly outdated today seemed racy and fun in 1955. Even the New York Times’s ordinarily fusty Bosley Crowther, who’d never hesitated to stick it to Frank when he appeared in inferior pictures—and there had been a lot of inferior pictures, from The Miracle of the Bells to The Kissing Bandit to Double Dynamite—melted with delight. “This comical dissertation on the fun a bright fellow can have merely by remaining single in the glutted marriage market of New York is a vastly beguiling entertainment, even for guys who already are hooked and for ladies of desperate disposition who have their traps out for any fair game,” he gushed.


Frank, of course, bought into the concept more than anyone. After all, he and Charlie were a lot alike—an idea that must have given the movie a lot of pop for mid-1950s audiences—except that Frank was a lot richer, the girls were more plentiful, and (the beauty part, at least in theory) he didn’t have to get married at the end. Ever since Ava had all but divorced him, he had tried to get used to the idea of life without her the only way he knew how: singing sad songs (In the Wee Small Hours) or semi-defiant ones (in May, his recording of “Learnin’ the Blues,” a great swinger by an out-of-the-woodwork young songwriter named Dolores Vicki Silvers, hit number 2 on the Billboard singles chart); and through an incessant round of flings, affairs, and romances conducted both sequentially and, with a boldness that Charlie Reader might have envied but only Frank Sinatra could really bring off, simultaneously.


Around the same time (for example) that he was tracing his and Gloria Vanderbilt’s initials on the window of his penthouse suite at the Sherry-Netherland, he was romancing the nineteen-year-old singer Jill Corey, who came to the Copacabana during that laden Christmas–New Year’s stand of 1954–55. “I had a date with a singer by the name of Richard Hayes,” Corey recalled. “He took me to see Sinatra at the Copa. And we were seated on the stage area, and in the middle of the show [Frank] discovered me. My cheeks began to warm, because he directed his view at me. Richard didn’t seem to mind, because he was in awe of Sinatra. For a good twenty-five minutes, he was turning his head my way, then acknowledging somebody else, and then coming right back to me. I turned red; I was a nervous wreck.”


There was no meeting that night, only heavy eye contact, and the next day Corey had to go to Pittsburgh for a club engagement. But two weeks later, she remembered, “I’m outside of the building, going down the steps, and the manager comes running after me: ‘There’s a phone call for you from New York.’ I said, ‘Who is it?’ He said, ‘It’s Frank Sinatra.’ ”


Corey picked up the phone. “Where in the hell have you been?” barked Sinatra, to whom she had never spoken before. “I had five people searching for you. When are you getting back to New York?”


Corey told Frank that she was headed back to New York the next day, to do a live television show called Stop the Music. He asked what time her show was over; eight o’clock, she said.


“I’ll be onstage at the same time,” Sinatra said. “Would you mind if my chauffeur came and picked you up? He’ll have a little hat in his hand; you’ll recognize him.”


Like Gloria Vanderbilt, Corey was instantly almost incapacitated by the prospect of meeting Sinatra. “I get back to New York, and I spend the whole day not getting ready for the performance that night but trying to find the right dress,” she recalled. “And all through my mind, I kept thinking, ‘Do I call him Frankie or Frank?’


“I finish the show, and I see a man standing who looks like he’s in chauffeur clothes. He said, ‘Miss Corey? I’m here at Mr. Sinatra’s request to pick you up and take you back to his show.’ ”


The rest played like a scene from GoodFellas. Jules Podell, the manager of the Copacabana, met Corey at the door to the club and escorted her to a ringside table. Sinatra’s show was almost through. “He took his bow, then he came up the steps, grabbed me by the hand, took me through the doors, and into a kitchen. Now, I’m nineteen. I’ve worked many, many places from the time I was fourteen, singing with a dance band, but I had never entered or exited [a club] through a kitchen. I said nothing. And we get to an elevator that takes you to the second floor, where you go down a hallway, and there is the Hotel Fourteen. I watch him as he’s helped change out of his tuxedo into street clothes. He said, ‘I’m hungry. Are you?’ I said yes. He said, ‘Well, let’s go for a drive through the park first.’ So we went for a drive through the park with the chauffeur. And he said, ‘Harwyn Club’—where Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier [had been] seen dancing. He said, ‘We can eat there. Is that all right with you?’ I said, ‘Yes, it’s all right with me.’ ”


Not long afterward—after spending more evenings with Vanderbilt—Frank was off to Australia, and his dalliance with Ann McCormack. He would phone Gloria Vanderbilt several times from Down Under and from Los Angeles when he returned home; he would phone Corey, too, promising to take a few days off from Guys and Dolls to fly to New York and catch her opening at the Blue Angel. (Though Frank, Corey insisted to a columnist, was “just a pal—not a romance.”) He appears to have made good on his promise, even though he had just begun a new relationship with Peggy Connelly, was conducting an on-again, off-again intermezzo with Judy Garland, and, in his spare time, was spotted at a nightclub with one Ilsa Bey, identified in the papers as “the foreign beauty who owns a Texas oil well.”
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In June, Dorothy Manners, filling in for Louella Parsons, reported that the high-flying Frank had chartered not one but two planes to ferry a crowd of friends from Los Angeles to Las Vegas “to catch Rosemary Clooney’s closing at the Sands, Noel Coward’s opening at the Desert Inn, and the new ‘Follies,’ with Peter Lind Hayes, … at the Sands.” According to Manners, the group included Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, Judy Garland and her husband, Sid Luft, the songwriter Sylvia Fine (Mrs. Danny Kaye), the Beverly Hills restaurateur Mike Romanoff and his wife, Jimmy Van Heusen, and the Peter Lawfords.


If the columnist’s attendance roll is accurate—and as we’ll soon see, there is reason to believe it is—the inclusion of the newlyweds Peter and Pat Lawford is a kind of minor major surprise. Conventional wisdom has it that as the result of an absurd misunderstanding or a baseless tantrum on Sinatra’s part, or a little of both, Peter Lawford was in the midst of an epic freeze-out by Frank: in late 1953, while Sinatra was down on his luck and Ava Gardner had one foot out the door, Lawford and his manager had a drink with Ava and her sister Bappie; Frank read a gossip column that airbrushed out the manager and Ava’s sister, and he predictably went ballistic. Several sources have claimed that Sinatra, who was notorious for being able to hold a grudge forever, didn’t speak to his former MGM pal for almost five years, from late 1953 until the summer of 1958, and that Frank only let Peter off the hook then out of sheer opportunism: because Frank had just become interested in the fast-heating presidential prospects of Pat Lawford’s brother John F. Kennedy.


But there is reason to believe that by the middle of 1955, the thirty-eight-year-old junior senator from Massachusetts, the second-youngest man in the U.S. Senate, was already on Sinatra’s radar screen. Nancy Sinatra writes that her father told her he first met Kennedy soon after the senator’s marriage to Jacqueline Bouvier in September 1953. Other sources claim that the two men met at a Democratic Party rally in 1955. Addressing the rally, Frank spoke passionately about the widely held idea that entertainers should stay out of politics. If it came to a choice, he said, he would give up his career for the cause in which he believed so deeply.


In addition, Jack Kennedy had long been a known quantity in Hollywood, having first cut a swath there before World War II as the glamorous and sought-after son of Joseph P. Kennedy—banker, co-founder of RKO Pictures, ambassador to England, and lover of Gloria Swanson—and having returned often as a rising politician and sun-loving sybarite, especially after acquiring a movie-star brother-in-law. Among his many West Coast liaisons in the late 1940s was a brief fling with Ava Gardner.


It was natural that he and Sinatra would gravitate to each other, for many reasons.


FBI files state that beginning in mid-1955, John Kennedy kept a suite on the eighth floor of Washington’s Mayflower hotel—room 812—as his “personal playpen” and that Sinatra, among other luminaries, attended parties there.


Also by mid-1955, after John Kennedy’s twenty-nine-year-old brother, Robert, was appointed chief counsel of the powerful Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations (which under its previous chairman, Senator Joseph McCarthy, and his chief counsel, Roy Cohn, had gone after Communists and which under its new chairman, Senator John McClellan of Arkansas, would investigate organized crime), the Kennedy brothers were Democratic figures to conjure with in Washington and much in the headlines. For Sinatra, Jack Kennedy—a witty and articulate eastern patrician, fascinated with the acquisition, maintenance, and uses of power, and a hedonist to boot—would have had much of the same appeal as Frank’s idol Franklin Delano Roosevelt, with the added charge of youth and sex appeal.


Clearly, Peter Lawford was worth reconciling with. And even though Frank had known almost from the start that his fury at Lawford was unfounded*—and despite the fact that as a rule his furies needed no rational fuel to keep them burning—a year and a half would have given even him enough time to cool down.
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Summer of 1955: Louella Parsons is on vacation, leaving the writing of her column to Dorothy Manners. Earl Wilson is on a working holiday, leaving the scut labor to his assistants while he dispatches bons mots from Italy. Frank Sinatra doesn’t do vacations.


Between the end of June and the end of August, he stopped moving only to sleep, and he didn’t sleep much. Even as he started shooting The Tender Trap at MGM, he was signing (for $150,000) to star in Carousel for 20th Century Fox and a musical version of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town on NBC television in September. On June 29, he broadcast the last of his twice-weekly Frank Sinatra Show for Bobbi home permanents and the next night, at Hollywood’s KHJ Radio Studios, recorded a ravishing rendition of Johnny Mercer and Jimmy Van Heusen’s “I Thought About You,” with a hint of Hoboken (“I took a chrip on a chrain, and I thought about you”) and a glorious Riddle arrangement.†


For a couple of weeks in late June and early July, he was actually shooting two movies at once, shuttling back and forth between Goldwyn Studios, where he was finishing work on Guys and Dolls, and the Tender Trap set at Metro. On July 9 (the all-too-significant day Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock” displaced Frank’s “Learnin’ the Blues” at number 1 on the Billboard singles chart), Guys and Dolls wrapped, and on the eleventh Sinatra chartered a bus with a bar on board to take Bogart and Bacall, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr., Van Johnson, June Allyson, Eddie Fisher, Debbie Reynolds, the Sands’ general manager, Jack Entratter, and Michael Romanoff to a Judy Garland concert in Long Beach. The contingent arrived feeling no pain. Judy introduced Frank onstage and asked him to sing a song; for some reason, he declined. On July 15 and 27, he laid down vocal tracks for The Tender Trap, and on the twenty-ninth, again with Riddle arranging and conducting, he recorded a single, an irresistibly bouncy torch song called “Same Old Saturday Night” (“Went to see a movie show/Found myself an empty row”), credited to Sammy Cahn and the otherwise unheralded (or perhaps pseudonymous) Frank Reardon, who at the very least had taken careful notes at the School of Van Heusen.


In the meantime, Cahn and the actual Van Heusen, having clicked so well composing “The Tender Trap” for Sinatra, were now writing a mini-score of four tunes for the Our Town TV special. In his memoir, Cahn suggested that though it had been Frank’s idea to put the two of them together, there was really a kind of kismet to it. “For years people had been saying that Sammy Cahn’s meat-and-potatoes lyrics and Jimmy Van Heusen’s polka-dot-and-moonbeams music made for a happy combination,” he writes. Yes, but. The chemistry between lyricist and composer is a delicate one, and talent on both sides of the equation doesn’t always equal felicity of product. All kinds of subtle factors come into play, and in the case of Our Town, the musical, an argument can be made that despite the noble intentions of all parties, and the immortal quality of Wilder’s play, the project was misbegotten from the start, the central problem being Frank Sinatra.


The character of the Stage Manager, Our Town’s onstage narrator and the framer of the action, is a reasonably elastic one, having been played over the years by actors as diverse as Henry Fonda, Spalding Gray, and Paul Newman. The constant is that the character is a New Englander of a certain age, a calm and philosophical presence who must convey the life-cycle events of Grover’s Corners, New Hampshire, whether mundane, amusing, or heartbreaking, with a wry stolidity and a humble simplicity. For all these reasons, Sinatra as the Stage Manager just didn’t add up. The idea of converting part of his narration to song was a good one—on paper. As, in theory, was the hiring of Cahn and Van Heusen to write the songs.


Sammy and Jimmy had struck gold with “The Tender Trap” because it had a certain hard-hearted humor to it that played to both men’s strengths. Van Heusen was a cynic, a soured romantic, capable of writing a beautifully romantic tune if the poetry of the lyric charmed away his defenses. Cahn was an extraordinarily clever lyricist, but when he aspired to poetry, bad things often happened. Sentimentality was his Achilles’ heel (along with a certain didacticism), and when Van Heusen got anywhere near sentimentality (as we’ve seen with the songs he wrote for Not as a Stranger and Young at Heart), he tended to check out artistically and write merely serviceable music, far beneath what he was capable of.


“When you write lyrics to Broadway musicals with books by Broadway writers—well, that’s one thing,” Cahn tells us. “When you confront the genius of a Thornton Wilder, you must react more deeply, and react we did. I believe it is our best writing.”


“A Thornton Wilder” being the problematic phrase in that statement.


On the night of August 15, Sinatra recorded all four songs, and three of them were pure Karo syrup. Faux-folksy sentimentality and didacticism washed over the lyric of the title number, “Our Town” (“You will like the folks you meet in our town/The folks you meet on any street in our town/Pick out any cottage, white or brown/They’re all so appealin’—with that lived-in feelin’ ”), and despite Van Heusen’s gifts, and Riddle’s, the tune was solid but unmemorable. “Look to Your Heart” and “The Impatient Years” were equally unexceptional.


What, then, happened with “Love and Marriage”?


It is a thoroughly charming song, and a thoroughly memorable one: cheerful, winning, and utterly false. The irony of its being sung by Sinatra is transcendent. Can Cahn and Van Heusen possibly have meant it sincerely?


Will Friedwald writes that the two songwriters “wanted you to think of them as professionals first and artists second; to hear them tell it, they didn’t write music to express anything like an aesthetic longing in their souls, but rather they were something akin to musical tailors, crafting product for the specific needs of artists, producers and the marketplace.” He then goes on, however, to call “Love and Marriage” “wryly cynical in poking fun at the social conventions of the day.”


There is no hint of irony in Cahn’s description of the song’s genesis. “We began by rambling around the room, thinking and talking about Mr. Thornton Wilder’s play,” he writes.






As you may know, the first act is called “The Daily Life,” the second act, “Love and Marriage,” so at some point I turned to Jimmy and said, “Since we’re doing a musical, Mr. Van Heusen, would you please …?” Whereupon he went to the piano and started thumping out oompah, oompah—which led to “Oom-pah, oom-pah, Love and marriage,/Go together like a horse and carriage.”








The tale smacks of biopic inevitability, even though at least one source reports that Sinatra “didn’t much care for” the song. On the other hand, we have Cahn’s fascinating and entirely credible-sounding account of Frank’s initial reaction to the mini-score:






The first time we sat down with Sinatra to play him the Our Town songs was in the home of his ex-wife Nancy, where he’d gone, Sinatra fashion, for a home-cooked meal. He kept following the songs intently—when Sinatra is in deep thought he has a habit of stroking his lower lip with the back of his thumb—and when we were finished he looked up and said, “Gee, it’s good.” For him, that’s high praise.








Throughout his career, when considering whether or not to record a tune, Sinatra always gave first thought to business. From the 1940s to the 1990s, he was always on the lookout for hits. If he happened to like or even love a number, all the better. Yet there is a famous, and famously long, list of great and good songs he never recorded for one reason or another, and in many cases the reasons were commercial. Conversely, there is a shorter but still substantial roster of tunes he didn’t love but recorded anyway, with an eye to the charts: perhaps “Love and Marriage,” that pluperfect hymn to 1950s hypocrisy which he sang so winsomely and convincingly, was one of them. In any case, the song would hit the Billboard charts at number 5 in November.


As for the real story of love and marriage in Frank Sinatra’s life, the tale of the home-cooked meal at Nancy’s house in the summer of 1955 certainly gives us one version of it in a nutshell.
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Constant activity was a balm to Sinatra’s ferocious impatience, his terror of boredom and solitude. After wrapping The Tender Trap at the end of July, he headed right over to 20th Century Fox to begin rehearsals and costume fittings for Carousel. If the part of the Stage Manager in Our Town was a misfit for him, the role of Billy Bigelow, the wastrel carousel barker in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s towering musical fable, seemed made to order. “Frank Sinatra is more excited over this venture than any he’s ever undertaken,” Louella Parsons had reported in July in a column announcing that twenty-one-year-old Shirley Jones, who’d just starred in the movie version of Oklahoma!, had been signed to play Carousel’s Julie Jordan, Billy Bigelow’s sweetheart.


Louella could certainly be breathless, but in this case she was telling it straight: the role of Billy, a reprobate who works hard at reforming and in the process gets to sing some of the greatest songs of the American musical theater, seemed heaven-sent. Frank had been singing “Soliloquy,” Billy’s aria to fatherhood and the show’s centerpiece, for years, trying to grow into the great song. Here was a chance to show the world that at almost forty he was finally ready to make it his.


Shirley Jones vividly recalls Sinatra’s excitement about the film, and her own. “When they told me that I was going to play opposite him, I was thrilled,” she said. “I was a little nervous, because I knew that he was a ladies’ man, and I knew that I may have a little problem here every now and then … But this is the interesting thing: he was so thrilled about playing this role.


“We did all the costume fittings, all the pre-photography; we did some rehearsing at the studio. One day we finished rehearsing and I was about to leave the studio, and one of his henchmen came over to me and said, ‘Shirley, Frank wants to see you in his dressing room.’ I thought, ‘Uh-oh.’ Anyway, I went up there, and he was in the bathroom, taking a shower. I went in and I sat down—there was a piano there—on the piano stool. He came out with a towel wrapped around him, but just very nonchalant. [He said,] ‘Oh, thanks for coming up, sweetheart. I just wanted to talk to you for just a few minutes.’ He said, ‘Do you know how excited I am to play Billy Bigelow?’


“I mean, he was genuine,” Jones recalls. “I said, ‘I know, Frank. It’s only the best role for a male singer that was ever written. And you’re so perfect for it.’ ”


After the twenty-one-year-old had sat for an awkward few minutes with the nearly naked thirty-nine-year-old star, Sinatra seemed to realize that Carousel was all Jones was interested in discussing. “He finally went in and put a robe on,” she said. “And he came back out and said, ‘Let’s talk about [the movie] a little bit—do you think that this is the way they would want it played?’ He was talking about Rodgers and Hammerstein, because he knew that I had already done Oklahoma! and that I was the only person ever put under personal contract to them. I said, ‘Oh, God, Frank. Of course. It’s a great role, and you’ll be just sensational.’ He gave me some compliments. He said, ‘We need to work things out together. If I need your help, I’ll ask, and if you need mine …’ He went on like that. Just really excited about it. It was a great conversation.”


On August 15, the same day he laid down the four Our Town tracks, Sinatra and Cameron Mitchell, who was to play Billy Bigelow’s partner in crime Jigger Craigin, prerecorded the great chantey “Blow High, Blow Low.” The song—unlike the Our Town numbers, which were to be issued as commercial recordings after Frank sang them live on the September broadcast of the play—was meant to be dubbed into the film of Carousel. And, as is the case with three of the four songs Sinatra recorded for the movie (a lovely duet of “If I Loved You,” with Shirley Jones, remains), the master tape of “Blow High, Blow Low” has been lost to history, a victim of the controversy that surrounded his sudden withdrawal from the film a few days later.


Fox, which had introduced CinemaScope in 1953 in a 35-millimeter format, had recently developed a new 55-millimeter version that delivered a less grainy print. The studio had decided to break in the new format on Carousel, shooting some scenes in both CinemaScope and CinemaScope 55, presumably to deliver a better-quality print to those theaters that were equipped to project it.


Shirley Jones, who got to Maine a few days ahead of Sinatra, vividly remembers standing on a dock with the producers Phoebe and Henry Ephron, waiting for the star to arrive. “We had the two cameras there, which I knew about way ahead of time,” she said. “I assumed everybody else did. [Frank] came right from the airport to the dock, got out of the car, and came over and looked at the two cameras. Didn’t say hello to anybody. He said to Henry King, the director, ‘Why the two cameras, Henry?’ Henry said, ‘Well, you know, Frank, we’re doing two separate processes.’ Frank said, ‘Does that mean I’ll have to do a scene twice?’ Henry said, ‘Not all of them. Every once in a while, you might have to, because the cameras aren’t [always] on at the same time.’ And Frank said, ‘I signed to do one movie, not two.’ Got back in the car, and went back to the airport.”


Gordon MacRae, who’d co-starred with Jones in Oklahoma!, came east on a moment’s notice from a Lake Tahoe nightclub gig to fill in for Sinatra. And 20th Century Fox sued Frank for $1 million. (Sinatra eventually settled with the studio by agreeing to do another film for it at an unspecified future date. And in a supreme irony, Fox wound up never releasing Carousel in Cinema-Scope 55.)


What accounted for Sinatra’s abrupt departure? The mystery has echoed down through the decades, taking on a kind of haunted quality because of the magnitude of the missed opportunity: all the world seems to agree that Frank, with his real-life raffishness and existential doubts, not to mention his astounding voice, would have made an amazing Billy Bigelow. Could he have been scared? “How can I play Billy Bigelow?” Sinatra is reported to have asked a friend before going to Maine. “He’s a big, strong guy with a big, strong voice, and look at me!”


“Through the years, some have muttered that Sinatra was actually more concerned about whether he had the tools to successfully pull off the role, utilizing the two cameras dustup as an excuse,” Tom Santopietro writes.






This scenario is shot down by Carousel producer Henry Ephron, who years later recalled Sinatra bluntly telling him at the time: “Well, forget it, kid. It’s me or the camera. One of us has to go. Listen, Henry. You know me. You’ve heard me say it—it’s been printed a thousand times—I’ve only got one good take in me.”


Even more interestingly, Ephron went on to state that while prerecording songs for the film before leaving for the location shoot, Sinatra turned in a brilliant recording of “If I Loved You” but had difficulty with Billy Bigelow’s “Soliloquy,” the eight-minute rumination by Bigelow about what sort of boy his son will be. The song represents the ultimate challenge for singing actors, and whatever the reason for Sinatra’s difficulties, whether the song was beyond his range or, more likely, that it was just a night when he was not in good voice, Frank stopped the session, telling Ephron, “Let’s try it another time. I’ve had it for tonight.”*








But the story doesn’t quite shoot down the possibility that Sinatra had serious misgivings. On the one hand, it seems highly unlikely that he wouldn’t have wanted to take on the challenge of creating the definitive “Soliloquy”—and the definitive Billy Bigelow. On the other hand, it also seems at least mildly doubtful that as canny a movie actor as Frank wouldn’t have known ahead of time, along with Shirley Jones and others, about the two cameras. Two other theories adduced by Friedwald—that “Sinatra beat it rather than being holed up in Maine for a whole summer” or “that the singer left because of Rodgers and Hammerstein themselves, who doubtlessly considered Sinatra too hip and too real to fit into one of their productions”—sound even more improbable.


Did Frank have doubts about being able to pull off the role? “I think he did,” Shirley Jones said. “But it’s the kind of doubt that everybody has when they’re starting a new film. Because he was so excited about it. He said, ‘This is the best opportunity I’ve ever had.’ It was that kind of thing.


“Now, he may have got cold feet,” she said. “I heard different stories. After that, I went to see Frank in Vegas, and I went to a party where he was, and I tried to get it out of him: ‘What the hell happened, Frank?’ ‘I don’t want to talk about it, Shirley. I-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it-Shirley.’ That’s all I ever got from him.


“But you know what I think?” Jones said. “I’ve since heard it from several people. I was told just recently that Ava Gardner was doing a film, on location, and he thought she was having an affair, and she said, ‘Get your ass down here, or I’m going to.’ He was still trying to get her back. I mean, he never gave up on her. And I think something happened in the interim where he thought maybe he had a chance to get her back. And he left the movie to do so.”


Letting his golden chances pass him by.


She—Ava—was the ground tone of his life, his late-night obsession and midday daydream, the receptacle of all the uncertainty that his mother, Dolly, had instilled in him. Wherever he was, whomever he was with, she was in the back of his mind, or the forefront. And all the success in the world was only a temporary solace to a mind as complex and fragile as his.
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A week after he walked off the Carousel set, Frank appeared on the cover of Time. It was his first Time cover, a huge distinction in the days when Henry Luce’s magazine empire dominated American culture and reverberated around the world. Yet despite Sinatra’s staggering rate of productivity thus far in 1955—a great album (Wee Small Hours), a number 2 single (“Learnin’ the Blues”), and two movies (Young at Heart, Not as a Stranger) released; two more films (Guys and Dolls, The Tender Trap) completed, as well as numerous recordings—and despite the comparative lack of brouhaha in his life in the recent past (the walk off excepted), the magazine chose to go with a strange, arrestingly dark cover image, a trompe l’oeil painting by Aaron Bohrod that depicted a menacing-looking Sinatra in a gangsterish outfit (black-banded fedora, big-collared, open-necked pink shirt, dark jacket) floating over a scattering of controversial newspaper clippings (SOCKS COLUMNIST AT CIRO’S, reads one headline; another says, AVA STAYS AWAY, above a picture of the actress) and a grotesque tragedy mask, all set against a black background.


Time was certainly looking to arrest attention and goose newsstand sales with the provocative cover; at the same time, there was a mean-spiritedness about the image that felt almost vindictive. There was also, in the white-bread Eisenhower 1950s, more than a hint of racism in depicting a Sinatra who, counter to his usual elegant turnout, had been made to resemble a street-corner goombah, if not a low-level mafioso.


The cover story, written in highly colorful, and occasionally overwrought, Time-ese by the magazine’s man in Hollywood Ezra Goodman, was of a piece with the cover. The lead paragraph recounts an apocryphal-sounding tale of Sinatra’s Hoboken boyhood; the story ends with Frankie, in a Little Lord Fauntleroy suit, chasing some boys who tried to bully him, cursing and waving a “jagged chunk of broken bottle.” Having set this dubious foundation, the story intones,
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Aaron Bohrod’s Time cover painting of Frank was both attention-getting and mean. Depicting Sinatra as a street-corner goombah, if not a low-level hood, it slapped him on the wrist for his bad behavior and comported with the facile racism of the era.






Thirty-odd years have passed over Hoboken since that day, but what was true then still holds true. Francis Albert Sinatra, long grown out of his Little Lord Fauntleroy suit, is one of the most charming children in everyman’s neighborhood; yet it is well to remember the jagged weapon. The one he carries nowadays is of the mind, and called ambition, but it takes an ever more exciting edge. With charm and sharp edges and a snake-slick gift of song, he has dazzled and slashed and coiled his way through a career unparalleled in extravagance by any other entertainer of his generation.








He is childlike. He is serpentine. He is armed and dangerous. His gift of song is a snake-oil trick. He first appears in the piece as a kind of megalomaniacal Nathan Detroit: “Said Frank Sinatra last week, as he sat cockily in his ebony-furnished, ‘agency modern’ offices in Los Angeles’ William Morris Agency and tilted a white-banded black panama off his forehead: ‘Man, I’m buoyant. I feel about eight feet tall.’ ”


Then, in case the reader didn’t get the message, Goodman drives it home. “The man looks … like the popular conception of a gangster, model 1929,” he writes. “He has bright, wild eyes, and his movements suggest spring steel; he talks out of the corner of his mouth. He dresses with a glaring, George Raft kind of snazziness—rich, dark shirts and white figured ties, with ring and cuff links that almost always match. He had, at last count, roughly $30,000 worth of cuff links.”


Was this the same Frank Sinatra who was often photographed wearing beautiful conservative bespoke suits, white shirts, dark silk neckties, and white pocket squares? The same Sinatra who’d spoken so eagerly to Shirley Jones about the possibilities of Carousel? The same man who had sung “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning” with the kind of tenderness that, Ava Gardner once said, “makes me want to cry for happiness, like a beautiful sunset or a boys’ choir singing Christmas carols”?


Apparently, it was. Time quoted “one of his best friends,” who said, sounding an awful lot like Sammy Cahn, “There isn’t any ‘real’ Sinatra. There’s only what you see. You might as well try to analyze electricity. It is what it does. There’s nothing inside him. He puts out so terrifically that nothing can accumulate inside.”*


Sammy, if it was Sammy, had a point: Frank was incomparably complicated, electric, mercurial. But he was also wrong: nobody who is not in a vegetative state has nothing inside. Sinatra’s terrific output came straight from the formidable chaos brewing within.
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He couldn’t stay off the newsstands. On September 10, Frank reopened the Dunes in Vegas, riding into the casino on a camel. A widely printed Associated Press photograph showed the singer in a jeweled turban and a silk sultan’s outfit and surrounded by young women dressed as harem girls. The caption: “He gets paid for this.” In many papers, the photograph accompanied a Bob Thomas column in which Sinatra gave his version of the Carousel story: “When I got up to Maine, they spring this two-process gimmick on me. I just don’t work that way … I have wanted to do ‘Carousel’ for seven years. It broke my heart not to.” He also commented on 20th Century Fox’s million-dollar lawsuit: “I would have been insulted if they had sued me for less.”


The following week, the September issue of Confidential (“Tells the Facts and Names the Names”) hit the stands with a cover story titled “From a Detective’s Report: The Real Reason for Marilyn Monroe’s Divorce.” The story, about the previous November’s Wrong-Door Raid, alleged that Sinatra had been not a bystander, as he had told the police, but a full participant. In a subterranean way, the Confidential story was as significant as the Time cover: the bimonthly scandal sheet was said to have had a circulation of five million—bigger than TV Guide, Look, the Saturday Evening Post, Time, or Life. It was the forerunner of today’s celebrity gossip industry, the equally influential underside of the straight American story of the 1950s. “Everybody reads it,” Humphrey Bogart said, “but they say the cook brought it into the house.” The Confidential piece would have further repercussions for Sinatra.


On Sunday, September 18, Frank’s voice, but not Frank, joined Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis on a historic episode of The Colgate Comedy Hour. This was the show where Martin and Lewis, who were in the midst of epic battles and had less than a year to survive as a comedy team, seemed to declare an uneasy truce in a skit spoofing the popular quiz show The $64,000 Question. When Dean, playing the emcee, pushes Jerry, as the contestant, underwater in a dunk-tank isolation booth, Jerry rises up and splutters, “Haven’t you heard? The feud is over!” In a poolroom sketch later, Jerry, purporting to be a songwriter, tries to sell Dean a goofy tune called “Yetta, I Can’t Forget Her.” As delivered by Lewis in his Idiot Kid mode, the song is pure malarkey, but when he turns on a radio the next moment, lo and behold, there’s Sinatra singing it, quite charmingly, showing the spell he can weave with even the lowliest material. At show’s end, Dean thanks Frank for recording “Yetta” and says, “We’d like you all to join Jerry and myself in watching Frank Sinatra in Our Town, tomorrow night, on NBC color and black-and-white network!”


[image: image]


The Wrong-Door Raid started out as a lark but wound up having serious repercussions for Frank.


No official reproduction, no videotape or DVD, was ever made of that September 19 telecast (although a partial kinescope of the show exists) for one reason: Thornton Wilder, having somehow been talked into allowing a musical adaptation of his masterpiece, was so disgusted by the result that he wanted it swept under the rug of history.


He had a point. Though there is something to be said for the talent and good intentions of all involved, and something to be said, too, for using Sinatra’s star power to bring Wilder’s great play to a mass audience, it was clear from the moment Frank walked up to his mark in a 1950s suit and fedora and spoke, in an unreconstructed north Jersey accent, the words, “Mornin’. The name of our town is Grover’s Corners, New Hampshire,” that the enterprise was wrong, all wrong. Frank even gave a little tell about how out of place he felt—needlessly rubbing his right index finger alongside his nose between the town’s two map coordinates, “Latitude forty-two degrees, forty minutes” and “longitude seventy degrees, thirty-seven minutes”—before launching into Cahn and Van Heusen’s theme song (“You will like the folks you meet/In our town”) and hitting a Freudian clam, on live national television, on the word “our.”


The New York Times critic J. P. Shanley thought the show was just swell, pronouncing it “magnificent entertainment” and writing that though adding music to the story was an “extremely risky” gamble, the “tender narrative of joy and sorrow in the hearts of a group of unspectacular Americans lost none of its charm in the television adaptation … And it was complemented splendidly with songs by James Van Heusen and lyrics by Sammy Cahn.”


“Complemented” is a strong word to use about a narrative that was arguably quite complete in the first place. “Ornamented” is more like it, and to a great degree one’s taste for the production depended on one’s liking for the ornaments hung on Wilder’s great play. As for the show’s most memorable song, even putting aside the discordance of Frank Sinatra’s singing about love and marriage, the tune was jarringly bouncy and contemporary sounding in the solemn early-twentieth-century setting. As for the other numbers, Van Heusen could always write a beautiful melody, especially on the title song, but it’s hard to believe that the man who had found Syracuse so stifling and provincial could be anything like sincere about glorifying small-town life. And as nimble a lyricist as Cahn was, Grover’s Corners was way out of his wheelhouse.


Still, the team had delivered for Sinatra. And he would soon give them the chance for far more profitable occupation.
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At the end of the month, Frank began a new daily commute, to RKO Studios in Culver City, to start shooting his fifth feature film of 1955, The Man with the Golden Arm, loosely adapted (by Walter Newman, Lewis Meltzer, and an uncredited Ben Hecht) from the 1949 Nelson Algren novel of the same name. Remarkably for that overdrive year, Sinatra worked on no other movies, television shows, or radio broadcasts during the six weeks of the shoot. He did do two nighttime recording sessions, only one of them a standard three-song date with Riddle; the other, with Elmer Bernstein, was to lay down the pretty corny Cahn–Van Heusen title song, which wound up not being used in the picture—a wise choice, given the movie’s terrific jazz score by Bernstein, played by the trumpeter/bandleader Shorty Rogers and His Giants.


From the start, Frank’s focus on The Man with the Golden Arm was absolute. The story was straight up his alley: the protagonist was the portentously named Frankie Machine, a hotshot Chicago card dealer and recovering heroin addict who comes back from a six-month prison term for drug possession and tries, against all odds, to stay on the straight and narrow. Like From Here to Eternity’s Angelo Maggio, Frankie Machine is a little man struggling to maintain his dignity; unlike Maggio, however, Frankie isn’t a wiseacre but a figure of pure pathos, set against an unrelievedly gritty urban background.


The director Otto Preminger originally considered both Marlon Brando and Sinatra for the role, sending their agents about a third of the not yet completed script. Frank both desperately wanted the role and desperately wanted to beat out Brando. “I got a call the next day from Sinatra’s agent, who said, ‘He likes it very much,’ ” Preminger recalled. “I said, ‘All right, I’ll send him the rest of the script as soon as I have it.’ He said, ‘No, no. He wants to do it without reading the script.’ ”


He had beaten out Brando at last.


As we’ve seen (and will continue to see), Frank’s commitment to a given film project depended not only on his connection to the material but on his respect for the director. If Sinatra smelled blood in the water—that is, if a filmmaker displayed any sign of weakness—he either absented himself (sometimes literally) or took over. With Otto Preminger at the helm of The Man with the Golden Arm, neither was a possibility.


Preminger was an Austro-Hungarian with a shaved head who, beginning in the 1940s, had made a lucrative sideline of playing sadistic Nazis in films. The fact that he was a Jew made this ironic, but his personality as a director was not dissonant with his movie roles: he was renowned for exerting a Prussian discipline on his sets. “I do not welcome advice from actors,” he said. “They are here to act.”


Yet if Hollywood expected an explosion between the whip-cracking director and his temperamental star, the town was to be disappointed. Tom Santopietro writes, “Although Preminger publicly stated that Sinatra ‘has a chip on his shoulders all the time. He can be small in little things,’ the director came to admire Sinatra’s talent greatly. Each man had respect for the other, knowing that together they had the chance to create a uniquely powerful film within the controlled and controlling studio atmosphere of the mid-1950s.”
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Customarily impatient and demanding on movie shoots, Sinatra gave Otto Preminger his full cooperation on The Man with the Golden Arm. The result was one of his three best performances.


Frank’s admiration for Preminger and his commitment to the role of Frankie Machine put him back in a frame of mind he hadn’t experienced since working with Fred Zinnemann on From Here to Eternity. “Sinatra arrived for work each day at 8 a.m. on the dot,” Daniel O’Brien writes in The Frank Sinatra Film Guide, “rarely departing until the previous day’s rushes had been screened nearly twelve hours later … [his] energies entirely consumed by the Golden Arm production.” Preminger recalled in his memoir that Sinatra “was surprised to discover that he loved rehearsals. He could not get enough. When I wanted to quit, he would ask, ‘Let’s do it again, just once, please!’ ”


The director also remembered Frank’s solicitude to his inexperienced twenty-two-year-old co-star, Kim Novak: “She was terrified, and … sometimes we had to do even very short scenes as often as thirty-five times. Throughout the ordeal, Sinatra never complained and never made her feel that he was losing patience.” At one point, the filming became too much for Novak, and she had to take a brief break. Frank sent her the complete works of Thomas Wolfe.


Of course he wasn’t just thinking with his head. But the complete Wolfe, not to mention thirty-five takes, an amazing gesture for him, speaks well of his tenderness to a new lover—a kindness he later undercut by noting rather caddishly to his valet that Novak’s “legs were too heavy for him, but her face more than made up for it.”
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Around that time, the trombonist Paul Tanner recalled, he got a phone call at close to 11:00 on a weeknight. It was Nelson Riddle, asking him if he could come down to the Capitol recording studios at 11:30. “What in the world for?” Tanner asked incredulously.


“Frank wants me to get the orchestra together,” Riddle said.


“That means paying triple scale, you know,” Tanner told him.


“Don’t worry, you know he’s good for it,” the arranger said.


Tanner showed up at Capitol at the appointed time to find twenty-four other musicians, including Harry “Sweets” Edison. “There was no producer in the booth, but there was an engineer handling the microphones and the control panel,” the trombonist recalled.






We ran down about eight to ten tunes, but nothing was ever recorded. Kim Novak, his lady of the moment, was sitting in the rear of the studio with [the music publisher and Sinatra friend] Frank Military. Sinatra merely wanted to serenade her. At the end, he thanked everybody and told us we’d all get paid for our efforts. Then he took Kim’s hand and with Military walked out the door and into the night.








[image: image]


Sinatra was enormously effective as Frankie Machine, a part that seemed to have been made for him and one that finally established him as a major dramatic star, against all logic and expectation. The movie holds up—despite the kitchen-sink creakiness of its black-and-white staging and the patent phoniness of its urban exteriors*—on the strength of his performance: you simply can’t take your eyes off Sinatra.


It’s hard to know what Brando would have done with Frankie Machine, but the great actor’s physique and commanding presence would surely have turned the character into something other than a little man. Frank was powerfully drawn to the role not just because of the unforgettable withdrawal sequence, done in one take (in preparing for the part, he surreptitiously observed a heroin addict in withdrawal at a clinic and was shattered by the experience), but also because Frankie Machine’s desperation spoke to Frank Sinatra in a deeper way than he might have been willing to let on. For all his bigness and all his greatness, he would always be a little man at heart.
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“Frank Sinatra reports that he will take only a few days’ rest at his Palm Springs home after finishing ‘The Man With the Golden Arm,’ ” the Hollywood columnist Harrison Carroll reported on October 18. “Then he’ll go to work on his own production, ‘Johnny Concho.’ ” Frank, who had a way of ping-ponging between the sublime and the ridiculous, had decided to eschew recording for the rest of the year and—why not?—make a Western. His company, Kent Productions, would produce the picture; United Artists would distribute it; a member of his entourage, Don McGuire, would direct. In his characteristic slam-bang scheduling style of 1955, Frank would proceed more or less straight from Otto Preminger’s Culver City set to Melrose Avenue’s California Studios (where a new TV show called Gunsmoke was also shooting at the time) and jump on a horse. After that few days’ rest.


It is doubtful that Frank rested alone, although it is certain that he didn’t rest with Gloria Vanderbilt, with whom his relations had suddenly grown frosty. The announcement that Kent Productions had signed Vanderbilt to co-star in Johnny Concho (in which, Frank said, she would be “perfect for the romantic lead”) hit the newspapers in late October, but in fact the signing had taken place earlier in the year, before Frank discovered that Vanderbilt had moved in with the director Sidney Lumet, whom she’d met in New York soon after Sinatra left town for Australia.* Vanderbilt and Lumet, who would eventually marry, had also begun working together—her romantic dream—on a summer-stock production of Picnic and a television play.


On November 12, Vanderbilt arrived in Los Angeles, her two young sons and their nanny in tow, to start work on Sinatra’s Western. The trip was a fiasco from start to finish. First, Frank failed to meet Vanderbilt at the airport—never a good sign with Frank—and though he did send flowers to her room at the Beverly Hills Hotel, he was “very cool” on the phone, she recalled. On the night of the fourteenth, Sinatra went to the Hollywood premiere of Guys and Dolls—with Deborah Kerr as his date. But the sensitive and patrician Vanderbilt’s unpleasant interactions with Johnny Concho’s first-time director, the tough-talking Don McGuire, were what sealed the deal.


“I had sort of thought it was going to be a High Noon kind of movie,” Vanderbilt remembered. “I mean, I was an intense, serious Method actress.” But McGuire, a sometime actor and the not-so-stellar screenwriter of Sinatra’s 1952 flop Meet Danny Wilson (as well as two Martin and Lewis movies, 3 Ring Circus and Artists and Models, and the noir Western Bad Day at Black Rock), treated her like an heiress rather than an actress.


“Don McGuire said, ‘Now, when you come out here it’s blue-jean time.’ And, ‘When you come to rehearsals you don’t have to dress up’—this kind of thing,” Vanderbilt recalled. She returned to New York on November 17, five days after she’d arrived.


When Vanderbilt complained to Frank about McGuire, she recalled, “He said, ‘I will deal with him in my own way.’ ” In truth, though, Sinatra dealt with Vanderbilt in his own way. After an approved spinmeister painted her to the press as a spoiled rich girl (“Heiress Gloria Vanderbilt pulled out of a costarring role in Frank Sinatra’s first Western because her part wasn’t big enough,” the Associated Press reported), the part of Mary Dark, the town storekeeper’s daughter who falls in love with Johnny Concho, quickly went to Phyllis Kirk, and Sinatra’s first Western—though regrettably not his last—was shot in a fast five weeks. Gloria Vanderbilt wouldn’t see Frank again for ten years.
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Officially, Frank Sinatra celebrated his fortieth birthday on the set of Johnny Concho, cutting a cake while Don McGuire and Phyllis Kirk (and a wire-service photographer) looked on and the cast and crew sang him the Birthday Song. “He bowed and thanked the group, but shyly admitted he’s getting to a point where he wants to forget birthdays,” wrote the Hollywood columnist Jim Mahoney, who would later become Frank’s publicist.






He told me later in the day he’s shopping around the Beverly Hills area for a piece of property on which to build a home.


“I won’t be able to do much about it until next year,” he said, “since I’ve got another picture to do right after the first of the year and then another in Europe after that.”








As usual, Frank wasn’t letting the grass grow under his feet. The two pictures were High Society, which he would shoot in January in Newport, Rhode Island, with Bing Crosby and Grace Kelly, and The Pride and the Passion, with Cary Grant, which would start production in Spain in April. He was also scheduled to star in a biopic about the comedian Joe E. Lewis in the fall.


The newspapers seemed in a festive mood about Sinatra’s big birthday. His old antagonists Westbrook Pegler and Lee Mortimer stayed mum. “Nothing has seemed impossible to Sinatra in his first two-score of years,” the Associated Press’s Bob Thomas bubbled. “He is now working on plans that extend to 1960.” In expansive spirits between scenes on the Johnny Concho set, he told Thomas about his pet project, an international goodwill tour:






“I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time,” he said … “I’m trying to arrange it now so I’ll have three weeks off between my next two pictures. I’d like to go out with two typically American stars—a name they all recognize like Gary Cooper and a girl like Marilyn Monroe. We’d put on a show in each of the world capitals for the benefit of children in that country. If it can be arranged, I’d like to do it in Moscow, too.”








Taking advantage of the star’s good mood, Thomas went for the big question. Since Frank was headed to Spain next year, would he be seeing Ava? There had been rumors that they might try to resume their rocky marriage.


Frank shook his head. “I don’t know about that situation,” he said.


He knew more than he was saying. Though Ava was now an expatriate and frequently filming overseas, there is evidence that Frank, an inveterate and free-spending long-distance dialer in the days when long-distance really meant something, had been in touch with her continually. “No matter what you read about his dates with Gloria Vanderbilt,” columnist Erskine Johnson had written in March, “Frank Sinatra is still long-distancing Ava Gardner all over Europe. Night-after-night phone calls to the beauty who’s still Mrs. Sinatra.”


Over the spring and summer, Ava had returned to MGM to shoot interiors for her latest film, Bhowani Junction, and she and Sinatra were occasionally even seen in public together. According to her press agent Dave Hanna,






Being in Hollywood reminded her of things about [Frank] she wanted to remember affectionately … She played his records constantly, and proclaimed to all and sundry that he was the greatest of the great … despite the split, the one dependable person in her life. Frank seemed to enjoy their new free-wheeling relationship and occasional displays of her dependence on him; he was known to instruct operators to get “Mrs. Sinatra” on the phone.








On the other hand, by November, according to Louella Parsons, Sinatra had told The Pride and the Passion’s director, Stanley Kramer (who had changed his mind about never working with Frank again), that if Kramer persisted in trying to get Mrs. Sinatra to play the female lead in the picture, he would quit. Parsons wrote,






Considering that there has been talk that Frank and Ava were in communication about warming up their cold marriage, this comes as a bit of a surprise.


It was believed that Ava was the one holding out against appearing with her ex-husband who is due in Madrid in April for the Kramer picture.








They fought when they were together, now they were fighting when they were apart: What else was new?
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Otto Preminger had sped up the production schedule of The Man with the Golden Arm so that the film and its star would be eligible to contend in the 1955 Academy Awards. The picture opened in New York on December 15. The Times’s Bosley Crowther, who just a month earlier had been so gaga for Sinatra in The Tender Trap, was underwhelmed. Having noted that Preminger’s movie had been denied a Production Code seal because of its controversial content, the critic went on to say that “for all the delicacy of the subject and for all the pathological shivers in a couple of scenes, there is nothing very surprising or exciting about ‘The Man With the Golden Arm.’ It is a pretty plain and unimaginative looksee at a lower-depths character with a perilous weakness for narcotics that he miraculously overcomes in the end.” As for Sinatra’s performance, “plausible” was as far as the hard-to-please Mr. Crowther was willing to go.


But in truth, “plausible” spoke volumes where Frank’s fast-growing ability as a dramatic actor was concerned. And remarkably, the critical acclaim for his performance was nearly universal this time around, despite a certain distaste for the movie itself. SINATRA’S ACTING REDEEMS SORDID FILM ON DRUG HABIT, read the headline in the then-staid Los Angeles Times. And the Saturday Review’s Arthur Knight was eloquent, referring to Frank as the






thin, unhandsome one-time crooner who has an incredible instinct for the look, the gesture, the shading of the voice that suggests tenderness, uncertainty, weakness, fatigue, despair. He brings to the character much that has not been written into the script, a shade of sweetness, a sense of edgy indestructibility that actually creates the appeal and intrinsic interest of the role … a truly virtuoso performance … he is an actor of rare ability.








The only off note was calling Sinatra a “one-time crooner.” Maybe Knight was referring to the change in Frank’s singing style. Still, the fact that the man who had won both the Down Beat and the Metronome year-end polls as top male vocalist and the man who was Hollywood’s newest dramatic star were one and the same was nothing short of miraculous. The fact that the same man had made Johnny Concho was, well, nothing short of Frank.
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The Rat Pack was born in the middle of the 1950s, not the end, and Dean, Sammy, Joey, and Peter were nowhere near it. Frank was present at the creation. It all began in Holmby Hills, an exclusive enclave of West Los Angeles just off Sunset Boulevard, in the big white-brick house on South Mapleton Drive that belonged to the fifty-five-year-old Humphrey Bogart and his young wife, Lauren Bacall.


Bogart was a legendary consumer of alcohol (“I think the whole world is three drinks behind,” he used to say, “and it’s high time it caught up”) and a notorious rebel when it came to all things Hollywood. Unlike most movie stars, he didn’t like to go out, couldn’t stand all the seeing-and-being-seen malarkey of Tinseltown, and so the world came to him—or at least that part of the world he considered amusing: such glittering old-Hollywood luminaries as Judy Garland and her husband, Sid Luft, the David Nivens, Spencer Tracy, Ira Gershwin, the Rodeo Drive restaurateur Mike Romanoff and his wife, Gloria, Bogart’s agent Irving “Swifty” Lazar, and Sinatra.


Frank, who was agonizingly insecure about many things, “craved class like a junkie craves the needle,” in the words of his valet George Jacobs. And in Sinatra’s eyes, Humphrey Bogart, who had grown up rich in Manhattan and then spent the rest of his life living it down, was pure class. Sinatra idolized everything about the wry, disaffected Bogart, from the way he dressed (custom-made suits, shirts, shoes; sport jackets with pocket squares; fedoras from Knox and Cavanagh to cover his receding hairline) to the way he drank and smoked, to the cool irony that colored his worldview. Cool looked good to Frank Sinatra. Unattainable, but good.


Sinatra had begun hanging around the Bogarts’ house in the early 1950s, when he was down on his luck: Bogie and Bacall took him in; his disaffection with Hollywood matched theirs. As did his capacity for alcohol. Even after his miraculous comeback, Frank continued drinking: success held some demons at bay but also brought on new ones.


One late night when Bogart, Sinatra, and some of the other usual suspects were imbibing in the swank upstairs room at Romanoff’s, Bacall, much younger than the rest and sharp-tongued, looked around and said, “I see the rat pack is all here.”


Bogart liked that. In his usual spirit of irony, he proposed that those present form a semiofficial club under that name. “In order to qualify,” Lauren Bacall wrote in her memoir, “one had to be addicted to nonconformity, staying up late, drinking, laughing, and not caring what anyone thought or said about us.”


“The Holmby Hills Rat Pack held its first annual meeting last night at Romanoff’s restaurant in Beverly Hills and elected officers for the coming year,” the columnist Joe Hyams wrote in the December 15, 1955, New York Herald Tribune. “Named to executive positions were: Frank Sinatra, pack master; Judy Garland, first vice-president; Lauren Bacall, den mother; Humphrey Bogart, rat-in-charge-of public relations; Irving Lazar, recording secretary and treasurer.”


“Remember, it was all a joke,” Bogart later told Hyams. The club’s officers and its “platform of iconoclasm—they were against everything and everyone, including themselves”—were, according to Bacall, “Bogie’s way of thumbing his nose at Hollywood.”


That was Bogie. Sinatra, who had been odd man out for so long but now found himself so very in, was going to have to recalibrate his position from here on.
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Frank had spent very little time in any one place in 1955, let alone the house at 320 North Carolwood Drive—in Holmby Hills, just across Sunset from Bogie and Betty’s place—occupied by his ex-wife and three children. But he did stop by for long enough to present his fifteen-year-old daughter, Nancy, with a gift-wrapped Chevrolet convertible for Christmas.
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He threw a monster New Year’s Eve party in Palm Springs, a brawl that extended well into the following day. Noël Coward, arriving with his partner—in those days he would have been called a boyfriend—Graham Payn, on New Year’s Day, found the scene pleasant but chaotic. “It is enjoyable but not the acme of peace on account of people of all shapes and sizes swirling through this very small house like the relentless waves of the sea,” he wrote in his journal.






Their swirling is accompanied by a bongo drum band in the living-room … The Danny Kayes, the [Charles] Vidors, the Romanoffs, the Goldwyns, Lucille Ball, Mike Todd, etc., are all in and out and the noise is considerable. Bogey pushed Irving Lazar into the pool and Irving Lazar pushed Bogey into the pool and there is a great deal of “fucking” and “shitting” and other indications that the new year will be no less bawdy than the old one. The prevailing chaos is curiously dominated by Frankie, who contrives, apparently without effort, to be cheerful and unflagging and, at the same time, sees that everyone has drinks and is looked after. He is a remarkable personality—tough, vulnerable and somehow touching. He is also immeasurably kind.








In the same entry, Coward also wrote, “Frankie is enchanting as usual and, as usual, he has a ‘broad’ installed with whom he, as well as everyone else, is bored stiff. She is blonde, cute, and determined, but I fear her determination will avail her very little with Betty Bacall on the warpath.”


That Sinatra and Bacall had eyes for each other was an open secret in Hollywood, one that Humphrey Bogart apparently chose to ignore. It was complicated. Though he and his young wife were a famously devoted couple, Bogart had only recently ended a long affair with his makeup woman and wig maker Verita Peterson, a relationship he’d begun when his previous marriage was breaking up. Bacall had been deeply wounded by the liaison but had looked the other way to save face. And she had long been drawn to Frank, who was much closer to her in age than Bogie. Bogart had also been unwell for some time, suffering from coughing fits and having difficulty eating.


That New Year’s Day, “as dinner came to a close, Frank, looking sad, begged us to stay on,” Bacall wrote.






Not begging in the true sense, but begging in Frank’s sense—looking very forlorn and alone. I thought, “Oh, the poor guy, we should stay.” I looked at Bogie and he said, “Sorry, old pal, we’ve got to get back to town.” In the car going home, I said, “We should have stayed.” Bogie said, “No, we shouldn’t. You must always remember we have a life of our own that has nothing to do with Frank. He chose to live the way he’s living—alone. It’s too bad if he’s lonely, but that’s his choice. We have our own road to travel, never forget that—we can’t live his life.”
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I want a long crescendo.


—FRANK SINATRA TO NELSON RIDDLE, JANUARY 1956








Frank carried the sheer exuberance of the previous year with him into KHJ Radio Studios on Monday night, January 9, 1956, when he arrived to record four songs for the album that would become Songs for Swingin’ Lovers! The exclamation point was a fitting punctuation for his life at that moment. He was clicking on all cylinders—making great records, turning in memorable movie performances, earning serious money. Time’s cover story on him in August had estimated his income for that year at “something close to $1,000,000”—an astronomical number in the mid-1950s. The old days, the bad, poor days, were a blip in the rearview mirror; the limbo of his marriage to Ava was forgotten for the moment. “Swingin’ ” was the operative word.


He usually strolled into Studio A, upstairs at KHJ, at about 8:00 p.m. and always with an entourage: in this period, the group would have consisted of Jimmy Van Heusen (one of whose songs would be recorded on the night of January 9); Hank Sanicola; Don McGuire, who was directing Frank during the day in Johnny Concho; a prizefighter or two; sundry members of the Holmby Hills Rat Pack; and the blonde or brunette of the moment. The atmosphere crackled with excitement that night, as was usually the case at Sinatra recording sessions. “There was always a crowd at those Sinatra sessions on Melrose,” the trombonist Milt Bernhart recalled.






They should have charged admission! Because the studio had been a radio theater, it had an auditorium. And the place was packed to the back. You weren’t just playing a record date, you were playing a performance. They took a great chance on the people applauding, because they could get caught up in the thing, and ruin a take … but believe me, they were sitting on the edge. And it was an “in” crowd: movie stars, disc jockeys. It was big, big … It was hard to get in, you had to be invited. But they’d fill the damn place!








For Nelson Riddle, the anticipation was less pleasurable. “At a Sinatra session the air was usually loaded with electricity,” he remembered. But






the thoughts that raced through my head were hardly ones to calm the nerves. On the contrary—questions such as: “Will he like the arrangement?” and “Is the tempo comfortable for him?” were soon answered. If he didn’t make any reference to the arrangement, chances are it was acceptable. And as far as the tempo was concerned, he often set that with a crisp snap of his fingers or a characteristic rhythmic hunching of his shoulders.








The tempo that night was upbeat, in keeping with the album’s preplanned scheme. (The one slower-paced number Frank recorded, Andy Razaf and Eubie Blake’s “Memories of You,” didn’t make it onto Swingin’ Lovers.) The other three songs on the roster were Sammy Fain, Irving Kahal, and Pierre Norman’s “You Brought a New Kind of Love to Me,” Johnny Mercer and Van Heusen’s “I Thought About You,” and Mack Gordon and Josef Myrow’s “You Make Me Feel So Young,” a song that had debuted, without much of a splash, in the 1946 musical film Three Little Girls in Blue. Riddle and Sinatra were about to turn it into an instant classic.
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Songs for Swingin’ Lovers! was dance music of the hippest kind: swinging, infectious, supremely listenable. Rock ’n’ roll might have been on its way in—1956 was the year it would land like a falling grand piano—but its appeal at first was merely visceral and primitive. Sinatra and Riddle had visceral and sophisticated locked up in a way that would last.


The key lay in the hand-in-glove development of Sinatra as a singer and Riddle as an arranger. It wasn’t just that Frank’s voice had deepened; it had also toughened, through time, heartbreak, cigarettes, and liquor. “I didn’t care for his original voice,” Riddle once said. “I thought it was far too syrupy. I prefer to hear the rather angular person come through … To me his voice only became interesting during the time when I started to work with him … He became a fascinating interpreter of lyrics, and actually he could practically have talked the thing for me and it would have been all right.”


Interestingly, Sinatra had recently been quoted in Walter Winchell’s column as saying, “Everything I learned I owe to Mabel Mercer.” He was speaking of the trailblazing vocalist who began as an idiosyncratic chanteuse of the American popular song and eventually became a virtual diseuse, sitting in an armchair onstage and literally speaking the lyrics to piano accompaniment. Audiences hung on every syllable.


“I’ve always believed that the written word is first, always first,” Frank once said. “Not belittling the music behind me, it’s really only a curtain … you must look at the lyric, and understand it.”


But of course there was more to it than that. A singer sings in tempo, and something about Sinatra’s tempo had changed radically in just a couple of years. “During the Capitol period,” Charles L. Granata writes, Frank “began to take more noticeable liberties with the rhythm and timing of his vocal lines.”


The conductor Leonard Slatkin—both of whose parents played on the Swingin’ Lovers sessions—said, “Imagine that you’re delivering a sentence in a particular cadence, a particular rhythm, where the strong syllables come on strong beats and the weak syllables come on weak ones. When you listen to Sinatra’s songs, even ones that are highly rhythmically charged, you’ll find that often he’ll delay that strong syllable. It may not occur right on the downbeat. It will be just that fraction late, giving a little more punch to the word itself. I’m sure he thought about it. I’m sure that this was not just improvisatory on his part.”


It wasn’t. “Syncopation in music is important, of course, particularly if it’s a rhythm song,” Sinatra said. “It can’t be ‘one-two-three-four/one-two-three-four,’ because it becomes stodgy. So, syncopation enters the scene, and it’s ‘one-two,’ then maybe a little delay, and then ‘three,’ and then another longer delay, and then ‘four.’ It all has to do with delivery.”


And his delivery was now at its peak. Listen to Frank’s version of “You Make Me Feel So Young” on Songs for Swingin’ Lovers!, and you hear a great singer in joyous command of every component of his art—voice, tempo, lyrical understanding, expression. It is (imagine the seats in the radio theater, packed with rapt listeners) simply a magnificent performance. It is also a perfect union of singer, arrangement, and musicians. And the secret eminence behind it all was Tommy Dorsey.


Three powerful forces had come together in 1939 when the great bandleader hired the genius arranger Sy Oliver and then lured Frank Sinatra away from the Harry James orchestra. Oliver wrote charts that wedded strings to horns in a new and powerful way, and a Dorsey signature sound was born.


Sinatra mainly sang ballads when he was with Dorsey; still, he had ears—great ears—and he heard what Oliver could do with an up-tempo number. A couple of years after Frank went out on his own, Nelson Riddle joined the Dorsey band as third trombonist. Riddle was only a so-so horn player, but as a budding arranger he took careful note of Sy Oliver’s writing. When it came time to write up-tempo charts for Sinatra, Riddle brought along not only his deep grounding in the complex orchestral textures of the French impressionist composers (Debussy, Ravel, Jacques Ibert) but also his big-band chops.


“In planning Songs for Swingin’ Lovers [which Riddle called “perhaps the most successful album I did with Frank Sinatra”], Frank commented on ‘sustained strings’ as part of the background to be used,” the arranger wrote.






Perhaps unconsciously, my ear recalled some of the fine arrangements Sy Oliver had done for Tommy, using sustained strings but also employing rhythmic fills by brass and saxes to generate excitement. The strings, by observing crescendos in the right places, add to the pace and tension of such writing without getting in the way. It was a further embroidery on this basic idea to add the bass trombone (George Roberts) plus the unmistakably insinuating fills of Harry “Sweets” Edison on Harmon-muted trumpet. I wish that all effective formulas could be arrived at so simply.








“All the preparation in the world, however,” Peter Levinson wrote in his biography of Riddle, “couldn’t replace the reality of having a core group of first-rate musicians challenged by having first-rate arrangements and interacting with a singer they respected who had emerged from the same big band background.”


The musicians assembled on the stage in Studio A were truly a starry group, an amalgam of some of the finest classical string players and jazz instrumentalists around: Frank demanded no less. Besides the Slatkins, George Roberts, and Sweets Edison, the orchestra included trumpeter Zeke Zarchy, another Dorsey alumnus; the great Duke Ellington valve trombonist Juan Tizol (who was also the composer of “Caravan” and “Perdido”); alto saxophonist Harry Klee, who doubled on flute (he can be heard swinging beautifully on the outro of “Feel So Young”); and Sinatra’s musical right hand, pianist Bill Miller. And then there was the sad-eyed trombonist with a jutting lower lip, Milt Bernhart, who played a crucial role in the most famous song Frank Sinatra ever recorded.


As Frank Sinatra Jr. tells the story, his father had finished the second recording session of the week in the early hours of Wednesday, January 11, 1956, and planned to go to Palm Springs first thing on Thursday. The final Swingin’ Lovers session was set for Monday the sixteenth, and Frank wanted to rest up over the weekend.


Instead, though, producer Voyle Gilmore called him at 1:00 a.m. on Wednesday and said that because the album looked to be a big seller, Capitol’s vice president Alan Livingston had made an executive decision to put three more songs onto the twelve-inch LP. This would necessitate an extra recording session on Thursday the twelfth. Frank was not pleased.


He phoned Riddle at home, waking him up, and told him that he had to arrange three more songs immediately. “Sinatra gave him three songs real fast. Either he had them already written down or he pulled them out of a hat,” Frank junior said.






Nelson got out of bed and started writing. By seven o’clock the next morning he got two songs to the copyist. He then had a few hours sleep and started writing again at about one o’clock in the afternoon. Nelson knew that “you-know-who” wasn’t going to be a very happy person that night because he did not want to be working … With [Riddle’s wife] Doreen at the wheel of their station wagon, Nelson was in the back seat finishing the arrangement while holding a flashlight.








Rosemary Riddle Acerra notes that her father used a leaf from the dining-room table as a laptop desk.


When the Riddles arrived at the studio, according to Frank junior, Vern Yocum, the copyist, had several of his associates there. Sinatra recorded the first two tunes with Nelson and the orchestra while the copyists were writing down the last arrangement.


The first two songs were Mabel Wayne and Billy Rose’s “It Happened in Monterey” and Isham Jones and Gus Kahn’s “Swingin’ down the Lane.” Frank then shifted gears and, with a chorus, recorded a single called “Flowers Mean Forgiveness.” Then he returned to the album, with Cole Porter’s “I’ve Got You Under My Skin.”


Sinatra’s usual method with Riddle when planning out arrangements was to sketch out ideas verbally—“make it sound like Puccini”; “give me some Brahms in bar eight”—while Nelson took rapid notes. All this usually happened well in advance of recording. In this case, with one day’s notice, Frank told Riddle about “I’ve Got You Under My Skin”: “I want a long crescendo.”


“I don’t think he was aware of the way I was going to achieve that crescendo,” Riddle later said, “but he wanted an instrumental interlude that would be exciting and carry the orchestra up and then come on down where he would finish out the arrangement vocally.”


The arranger’s mind turned immediately to one of his masters, Maurice Ravel, and the French composer’s great and sensuous ballet, Boléro. Riddle has written of the piece’s “absolutely tantalizing slow addition of instruments to this long, long crescendo, which is really the message of Boléro … [I]t is excruciating in its deliberately slow addition of pressure. Now that’s sex in a piece of music.”


His rough idea was to write a chart with an Afro-Cuban flavor—the mambo movement was then at its peak, with Cuban bandleaders like Pérez Prado, Machito, and the Spanish-born, Cuban-trained Xavier Cugat in the forefront—but with the clock ticking, he was stuck. He phoned George Roberts for advice. “Why don’t you steal the pattern out of Kenton’s ‘23 Degrees North, 82 Degrees West’?” the trombonist, an alumnus of Stan Kenton’s big band, said.


Kenton’s band had been incorporating Latin influences into its performances since the mid-1940s; the title of his 1952 hit “23 Degrees North, 82 Degrees West” referred to the map coordinates of Cuba. Riddle didn’t steal the pattern, but he got the message. He wrote a long, sexy crescendo for Roberts’s bass trombone and the string section, and at the bridge—the song’s middle section—he sketched out eight bars of chord symbols for the trombonist (and fellow Kenton alumnus) Milt Bernhart to use as a framework. Bernhart’s solo itself was to be totally improvised, and it would have to be good.


“I’ve Got You Under My Skin” was the last song Sinatra recorded on the night of January 12, which means that by the time the tape started rolling, the clock might have ticked over into the early hours of Friday the thirteenth. First, though, the band ran through the number once while Frank stood in the control booth with Riddle, producer Voyle Gilmore, and recording engineer John Palladino. Sinatra was listening carefully, making sure the recording balances were correct and the arrangement sounded right. Riddle’s heart was in his throat. Though he had dashed off the chart under maximum pressure, he knew Frank expected nothing less than greatness. “There’s only one person in this world I’m afraid of,” Riddle once confided to George Roberts. “Not physically—but afraid of nonetheless. It’s Frank, because you can’t tell what he’s going to do. One minute he’ll be fine, but he can change very fast.”


When the run-through was finished, though, the battle-scarred studio musicians stood as one and gave Riddle a warm ovation, “probably because somebody knew that he wrote it in a hurry,” Bill Miller recalled. Years later, in an interview with Riddle, Jonathan Schwartz asked him if he hadn’t said to himself about the arrangement, “This is awfully good.” “No, I probably said, ‘Wow, isn’t it nice that I finished it in time,’ ” Nelson answered.


But Frank knew it was awfully good. Though he was usually One-Take Charlie on movie sets, in the recording studio he would spend as much time as necessary to get a song right. Still, Milt Bernhart recalled, “it was unusual that he would have to go past four or five takes.” Accordingly, “I left the best stuff I played on the first five takes,” Bernhart said. But, the trombonist remembered, Sinatra knew that something special was happening.






Frank kept saying, “Let’s do another.” This was unusual for Sinatra! I was about ready to collapse—I was running out of gas! Then, toward the tenth take or so, someone in the booth said, “We didn’t get enough bass … could we get the trombone nearer to a microphone?” I mean, what had they been doing? There was a mike there for the brass, up on a very high riser. “Can you get up to that one?” they asked. And I said, “Well, no—I’m not that tall.” So they went looking for a box, and I don’t know where he found one, but none other than Frank Sinatra went and got a box, and brought it over for me to stand on!








Eleven takes, twelve, thirteen—some of them would have been false starts, only seconds long, but some went on longer, until Frank raised a hand, shaking his head, stopping the music, and telling the band and the control booth what had to change.


Then take twenty-two. “Milt perspired a lot to start with,” recalls guitarist Bob Bain, who played on the session. Now the trombonist was soaked through. “He looked at me and said, ‘I don’t have another one left.’ ”


The song starts at a lope, in 2/4 time, with a baritone sax or bass clarinet playing the now-famous repeating figure—bum-ba-dum-BOM ba-dum-BOM ba-dum-BOM—in the background. Despite the lateness of the hour and the number of takes, despite the number of unfiltered Camels he has smoked that day, Sinatra, under his Cavanagh fedora, is singing as easily and bell-clearly as if he had just stepped out of the shower and taken it into his mind to do a little Cole Porter. Perhaps, now and then, as he loses himself in the great song and the sound of the great band around him, he closes his eyes. The heavenly strings and the bright brass interplay effortlessly behind the first and second choruses, and then, as Frank caresses the last lines of the bridge—






But each time that I do, just the thought of you 
Makes me stop before I begin …








—Roberts and the strings lift the long crescendo higher and higher and higher until it seems they can go no higher and then Milt Bernhart goes wild on his slide trombone, simply blowing his lungs out. It is to Sinatra’s immense credit that his powerful final chorus, driving the song home, is as strong in its own right as Bernhart’s historic solo.


“After the session, I was packing up, Frank stuck his head out of the booth, and said, ‘Why don’t you come in the booth and listen to it?’ ” the trombonist recalled.






So I did—and there was a chick in there, a pretty blonde, and she was positively beaming. He said to me, “Listen!” That was special! You know, it never really went past that. He never has been much for slathering around empty praise. He just doesn’t throw it around very easily. If you weren’t able to play like that, then why would they have called you? You knew that you were there—we all were there—at Frank’s behest. Rarely, if ever, would he directly point something out in the studio.








Another time, Bernhart remembered, Sinatra praised the French horn player Vince DeRosa on executing a difficult passage by telling the band, “I wish you guys could have heard Vince DeRosa last night—I could have hit him in the mouth!”


“We all knew what he meant—he had loved it!” Bernhart said. “And believe me, he reserved comments like that only for special occasions. You see, it was very hard for him to say, ‘It was the greatest thing I ever heard …’ But that’s Sinatra. He could sing with the grace of a poet, but when he’s talking to you, it’s Jersey!”
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By the mid-1950s, when Frank had come back and pushed his career into overdrive, Bing Crosby was pondering retirement. He had turned fifty; he had recently lost his wife, the mother of their four young sons, to ovarian cancer. He had less hair than ever (he’d begun wearing a toupee onstage in his thirties), more padding around the waist. He had plenty of money. He also had family and kidney problems. The golf course looked tempting. “I’ve always said that my favorite kind of picture would be one that opened with a shot of me sitting in a rocking chair on a front porch,” he told an interviewer in 1954. “The rest of the picture would be what I saw.”


At that point, Bing had just finished making The Country Girl, a nonmusical adaptation of a Clifford Odets play about an alcoholic stage actor trying to make a comeback. His co-star (and offstage reputedly his paramour) had been the twenty-four-year-old Grace Kelly, somewhat implausibly playing his suffering young wife (but winning an Oscar for her troubles; Crosby was nominated). A year earlier, Kelly had with equal implausibility played Ava Gardner’s competition for the fifty-two-year-old Clark Gable in Mogambo, the movie Ava shot on location in Africa while a down-on-his-luck Frank, who’d accompanied her, fretted and cooled his heels.


Despite Sinatra and Crosby’s many radio shows together and even a couple of joint appearances on television, they’d never made a movie together. That changed in January 1956, when they teamed with Grace Kelly and Louis Armstrong (along with his All Stars) in MGM’s High Society, a musical remake of The Philadelphia Story, with a score by Cole Porter.


Movie musicals were an endangered genre in the mid-1950s, quickly losing ground to TV, which not only gave audiences visual entertainment at home but also was bringing new visions of reality to daily life—visions that seemed to jibe less and less with the notion of characters’ suddenly breaking into song. It was a time when the movie studios themselves were imperiled by television and the rise of independent producers, some of whom were powerful actors like James Stewart—and Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra—who were putting together their own film projects. But some of the studios, mainly MGM and 20th Century Fox, were still turning out big musical entertainments, using Technicolor and wide-screen processes like Todd-AO, VistaVision, and CinemaScope to gain a visual edge on television while it was still possible.


High Society, in Technicolor and VistaVision, was to be a major production in every way. The project first began to coalesce after the producer Sol C. Siegel paid Cole Porter $250,000 to write his first movie score in a decade; Crosby, Sinatra, and Kelly were soon brought on board with similarly rich deals (Crosby’s company co-produced, and Frank received the same fee as Porter). The great songwriter Johnny Green (“Body and Soul,” “Out of Nowhere”), also an MGM conductor and arranger, was to supervise the music; Conrad Salinger, another Metro stalwart, would collaborate on the orchestrations with Riddle. The director was the likable journeyman Charles Walters, who had helmed the slick and uncompelling The Tender Trap, and some of the problems with the final film can be laid at his feet.


The Philadelphia Story had been a triumph of pre–World War II American movie comedy. Produced by Joseph L. Mankiewicz and brilliantly adapted from Philip Barry’s play by Donald Ogden Stewart, the film sparkled in every way, from George Cukor’s pitch-perfect seriocomic direction to the incomparable starring troika of Katharine Hepburn, Cary Grant, and James Stewart to the Franz Waxman score and beautiful black-and-white cinematography by Joseph Ruttenberg. As a comedy of manners, as a paragon of prewar American filmmaking, the movie remains magical in every detail. It has Shakespearean charisma.


High Society had big shoes to fill, and on paper it stood a fighting chance. Crosby and Sinatra were giants, Kelly was a dreamily beautiful screen presence, Louis Armstrong was not only a great musician but visual and vocal catnip, and composers didn’t come any better than Cole Porter.


The Philadelphia Story benefited from all its brilliant elements and also from its elegiac feeling for the decline of a class, along with the powerful sense of romance that was still believable before the war, the Holocaust, and the bomb. (Just listen to a few bars of the Waxman score, and it all comes flooding back.)


High Society, set amid the majestic “cottages” of Newport, Rhode Island, rather than on Philadelphia’s Main Line, tries for a sense of elegy—the grand old ways are giving way to the vulgar new ones; the rich are shuttering their mansions and selling them to save on taxes—but it doesn’t try very hard. Mainly it proceeds amid the garish Technicolor light of the Eisenhower 1950s, and it’s hard to care much about the goings-on: the peccadilloes of the wealthy; the culture clash between the proletarian reporters for the gossip magazine Spy (Sinatra and Celeste Holm) and the society toffs they envy and disdain. In the end, the only compelling things about the movie are its faces and moments and sounds. Fortunately, there are enough of all three to make High Society worth watching.


Frank is good as Macaulay “Mike” Connor, and he’s fun to watch, especially when he breaks into one of Porter’s terrific songs (although Bing gets the best solo number by far, the great “I Love You, Samantha”), but as is distinctly not the case with his portrayal of Frankie Machine, he isn’t believable, not even for a second, as a hack writer aspiring to higher things, including Grace Kelly’s Tracy Lord. He looks great with his Technicolor tan and his luxuriant toupee (“Frankie now looks positively furry—instead of fringey—on top,” wrote Earl Wilson), and his snazzy sport coats and straw fedoras seem to have come straight from KHJ Radio Studios onto the MGM set, but strangely for a man who could act so wonderfully in dramatic roles and convey yearning so heartrendingly in torch songs, the quality of yearning that Jimmy Stewart projects with such absolute believability in his Oscar-winning turn in The Philadelphia Story is entirely lacking in Frank’s Mike Connor.


The irony of Sinatra’s playing a reporter, and a reporter for a gossip magazine at that, is delicious. But there was one thing Frank did bring convincingly to the role: in Philip Barry’s play and in both movie adaptations, Macaulay Connor is an outsider, a bluish-collar trespasser in the world of the wealthy. In real life, Frank Sinatra, no matter how much wealth and fame accrued to him, always felt himself to be an outsider, an Italian-American kid from Hoboken who had crashed the big party. This is what put the chip on his shoulder, and there’s a hint of that chip in his portrayal of the Anglo-Irish Mike Connor. (Shades of his father’s prizefighting nom de ring, Marty O’Brien.) Sinatra emanates a street-kid defensiveness that’s interesting to watch, if not necessarily apropos. That defensiveness might also have contained a germ of his real insecurity about Grace Kelly, bricklayer’s daughter though she might have been.


The two don’t entirely click together on-screen, which is a pity. This is partly the fault of John Patrick’s merely serviceable re-adaptation of Barry’s play—Mike’s passionate speech to Tracy when they’re in a clinch (“You’ve got fires banked down in you, hearth-fires and holocausts”) is trimmed down to a few words and some stage business—and maybe the result of a slight lack of chemistry between Sinatra and Kelly, one of the few female co-stars who seem to have dodged his fabled checklist (but who seems to have had quite a checklist of her own). “Sinatra got a kick out of ‘Gracie,’ as he called her, but he had felt humiliated pining around the set of Mogambo over Ava in front of Grace,” George Jacobs recalled. “He was certain she saw him as a major loser and he could not bring himself to make a play for her.” Frank and Grace had reportedly gone on a date about a year earlier; he is said to have been drunk when he picked her up, to have sobbed to her about Ava, and then to have tried to manhandle her. A friend of Kelly’s said that Frank phoned her the next day to apologize and the two of them laughed about it, but that was that for romance.


He also would have known that even as High Society was shooting, Kelly, enacting a sort of reverse version of her film role, had fallen deeply in love with—and would soon marry—Prince Rainier III of Monaco. Her destiny was to be a princess; this would be her last movie.


And Kelly’s subtraction from motion pictures was a real loss. She was of course lovely to look at, but she could also act and was a beguiling screen presence when the material was right. It’s a shame that High Society required her to follow in Katharine Hepburn’s quicksilver footsteps, and a shame that the movie wasn’t better: Kelly made a wonderful Tracy Lord, and even though she couldn’t really hold up her end musically—nor was she required to; she only sang a little harmony with Crosby on “True Love” and warbled a bit in a drunk scene—she stood up strong alongside her formidable co-stars.


Bing Crosby is said to have been unrequitedly besotted by Kelly, and he brings the full force of his balked ardor to playing C. K. Dexter-Haven, the wastrel playboy who was once married to Tracy Lord and is still in love with her. The two of them have the on-screen chemistry that Sinatra and Kelly lack, a reaction made stranger and more poignant by Bing’s age: while his hairpiece is as lush as Frank’s, he looks a decade older than his fifty-three years, and in repose his face is sullen, even mean. But his Dexter lights up around Tracy, and even at the thought of her: his minor-key “I Love You, Samantha” (Tracy’s middle name, and Dexter’s pet name for her), sung as he dresses for a party celebrating her engagement to another man, is a tour de force of great vocalizing, great stage business—he winds his watch and self-consciously pats his tummy as he puts on his tux—and great acting. The song is one of the movie’s three highlights, and Bing gets to share in the other two. There’s his charming duet with Louis Armstrong on “Now You Has Jazz,” and then there’s the irresistible “Well, Did You Evah?” with Sinatra.


Crosby and Armstrong had sung together often, on the radio and on records, but Bing and Frank had never recorded before as a twosome; Sinatra said that the chance to duet with Crosby was his main reason for doing the movie. The song-and-dance routine takes place at a bachelor ball for George Kittredge (John Lund), the society stiff who is engaged to Tracy: as Dexter and Mike get loaded on champagne in the mansion’s library, they dish musically—and to 1950s ears titillatingly—on the general stuffiness of the surroundings:






MIKE (singing): Have you heard that Mimsy Starr, she got pinched in the Astor Bar?


DEXTER: Sauced again, eh?


MIKE: She was stoned!


DEXTER: Well, did you evah!


MIKE: Never!


BOTH (singing): What a swell party this is!








The two play perfectly together, as though they’d been waiting their whole lives to do this number. Neither man dominates; each brings his own genius as a singing actor. It’s a miraculously graceful scene, one of the greatest in movie musicals (Charles Walters, who might not have been a brilliant director but sure knew how to choreograph, staged it). Sinatra and Crosby, Jeanine Basinger writes in The Star Machine, had to






sing, dance, hit their camera marks, respect the sophisticated Cole Porter lyrics, deliver scripted dialogue, stay within their characters, pretend to be slightly drunk, keep the beat of the orchestra playback, move around a specially designed library set with limited space while following a specific choreography that had to look improvised, and never forget that they were rivals for the audience’s affection … They had to watch out for each other in more ways than one. (Each was keenly aware of the other’s star power.) … These men are what stars are, doing what stars do. They seem as if they’re making it up right in front of you. (The illusion of stardom is always the illusion of ease.)








And part of the illusion was that Frank and Bing were pals. In fact, Sinatra was intimidated by his onetime idol, who was so cool and aloof offstage that even Crosby’s longtime comedy partner Bob Hope would say after his death, “You know, I never liked Bing. He was a son of a bitch.”


Yet Frank really had been waiting his whole life to do this duet: the boy who had dreamed of being Bing Crosby was now meeting him on—professionally, at least—level ground.
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During the filming of High Society, the crew nicknamed Crosby “Nembutal” and Sinatra “Dexedrine.” In 1956, as in the previous year, Frank continued to live as though the devil himself were prodding him with a pitchfork. “So long as I keep busy, I feel great,” he told a reporter. The problems occurred when he wasn’t busy enough: sleep, solitude, and leisure did not sit well with him. He was like a whole-body case of restless leg syndrome. Though he would shoot only three movies in 1956, as compared with the five he made in 1955, he would travel to Spain to shoot The Pride and the Passion; play three three-week stands at the Sands while commuting back to L.A. to make records and attend to motion-picture business; sing “The Star-Spangled Banner” at the Democratic National Convention; return to the Paramount Theater in Times Square to do a week with the Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey Orchestra; and sign a $3 million television contract with ABC. For starters. But mainly, that year (if there could be such a thing as mainly with Sinatra), he would make records.


He went into the recording studio twenty-one times in 1956, the most sessions he had done since 1947. He was effervescing with musical ideas, and beginning in February he had a new laboratory in which to explore them. In 1955, Capitol Records, cash rich after its recent purchase by the British music publishing and recording colossus EMI, had broken ground for a monumental new headquarters at the corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Vine Street in downtown Hollywood; in February 1956, the new building opened: a cylindrical tower designed by the architect Welton Becket to replicate a stack of records. Atop the Capitol Records Tower, as the structure came to be called, stood a sixty-foot spire containing a blinking red light that spelled out “Hollywood” in Morse code.
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Sinatra and Bing Crosby play perfectly together in their duet in High Society. In reality, Frank was intimidated by his onetime idol, who was cool and aloof offstage.


The building’s ground floor contained three recording studios. Studios A and B were built to accommodate full orchestras; the more intimate Studio C was designed for jingles, voice-overs, and smaller sessions. Naturally, everything in the facility was state-of-the-art, mid-1950s style, from the shock-mounted concrete echo chambers built deep below street level to the tube condenser microphones, speakers, and tape-editing equipment in the rooms above.


It was all pristine and beautiful, a kind of cathedral of sound, and Sinatra’s first project there was appropriately high-minded and daringly ambitious: commercial considerations notwithstanding, Frank wanted to lead an orchestra once again.


He’d done so once before, back in the Columbia (and 78 rpm) days, with Frank Sinatra Conducts the Music of Alec Wilder. The 1946 album contained six of Wilder’s meditative compositions, pieces with titles like “Air for English Horn,” “Slow Dance,” and “Theme and Variations,” and while the enterprise was only possible because of the bushels of money Sinatra’s popular records were bringing in to Columbia at the time, it proved to Frank and some small part of the world (including the orchestra players he conducted) that he was more than just a Voice.


Ten years on, Sinatra had the same kind of commercial power, and then some. In 1956, he was making real money for Capitol and from Capitol: “Young at Heart” was a million seller, and In the Wee Small Hours went gold, reaching number 2 on Billboard’s 1955 album chart. He now had the leverage to renegotiate his original contract with the label, a four-year, lowball deal he’d signed (in 1953) with Capitol’s vice president Alan Livingston when his career had been at a low ebb. His clout was increased considerably by interest from outside. “When we took him on two and a half years ago, Frank couldn’t get a record,” Livingston told Down Beat. “Now, every company in the business is after him, and it would be silly to deny that he has had generous offers from every quarter.” RCA Victor, in particular, wooed him seriously when the negotiations stalled.


When Sinatra and Capitol finally came to terms, the label’s premier artist scored an impressive seven-year contract, with an annual guarantee of $200,000 and virtual carte blanche to record whatever he pleased. The suits were happy enough with their star to grant him an indulgence or two, and the first was Frank Sinatra Conducts Tone Poems of Color.


The idea for the album originated with a series of twelve poems about colors by the radio writer Norman Sickel, who had worked on the To Be Perfectly Frank series. (“Orange is the gay deceiver,” one began, “and I do deceive/but nicely./I am the daughter/of the yellow laughter/and the violent Red!”) Sinatra, who would take up painting in his fifties, liked the verses so much that he commissioned a dozen original orchestral works based on them, from a brilliant group that included Nelson Riddle, Alec Wilder, the bandleader and arranger Billy May, and the movie orchestrators Jeff Alexander, Elmer Bernstein, and André Previn. Conspicuously absent was Axel Stordahl.* Sinatra assigned each writer a different tonal color and text and then assembled nearly sixty musicians in Capitol’s new Studio A.


One of the first things Sinatra and the musicians discovered about the spanking-new facility was that despite Capitol’s exhaustive efforts to duplicate the rich acoustics of KHJ Radio Studios, the sound in Studio A was miserable. A photograph taken during a break in recording shows Sinatra perched on a stool, looking over at the redoubtable cellist Eleanor Slatkin, who’s leaning on her 1689 Andreas Guarnerius and grimacing as she apparently says something to him. She later remembered just what it was: “Frank asked me what I thought of the playback, and I said, ‘I think it sounds like shit!’ As the word came out, I heard the click of the camera as the photographer snapped the picture. I could get away with it—he just laughed!”


Frank adored the Slatkins, both Felix and Eleanor, as well as their two young sons, Leonard and Fred. The couple were brilliant, tough musicians who weren’t afraid to call a spade a spade, and Sinatra revered them as kindred spirits. They had begun playing on Frank’s Hollywood recording sessions for Columbia in the mid-1940s, but it was during the Capitol period, as Sinatra became increasingly fascinated with the Hollywood String Quartet, which Felix and Eleanor Slatkin had founded before World War II, that their friendship blossomed. “My dad and Frank became very, very close, and more reliance was placed on my father’s opinions,” Leonard Slatkin says. Felix Slatkin, Sinatra’s first violinist—his concertmaster—quickly established himself as the de facto orchestra leader on many of the recording dates for which Riddle is listed as both arranger and conductor. Like many arrangers, Nelson Riddle, for all his towering brilliance, was an indifferent conductor at best. (Sinatra biographer Arnold Shaw paints an unforgettable verbal picture of Riddle “conducting with the index finger of his right hand as if he were rhythmically pressing a bell-button.”)
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Frank in a rare role, on the album Frank Sinatra Conducts Tone Poems of Color. The cellist Eleanor Slatkin has just commented pointedly—and scatologically—about a playback in Capitol’s sonically challenged Studio A.


“Conducting is primarily about showing the passage of time,” Leonard Slatkin says. “All music, at least [Sinatra’s] kind, relies on some degree of steady rhythm as it progresses. It means that you have to, as a conductor, physically be able to keep steady time but at the same time be flexible enough to allow moments where a phrase might be stretched out a little longer or speed up just a little bit. This requires a degree of technical skill that goes beyond just intuitiveness.”


Nevertheless, in the special context of the Tone Poems sessions—and with a little bit of help—Sinatra, who couldn’t read music, got along surprisingly well. On a couple of the sessions, Eleanor Slatkin recalled, her husband “was damn near conducting [the strings] from his chair, but Frank was so gifted musically that he could bring it all off.”


What he brought off was a pleasant and respectable album that was probably too highbrow for most of his audience and too lowbrow for classical listeners. “Interesting” is the adjective that mainly comes to mind. Sales were predictably light.


Tone Poems was a Capitol release, but the slipcover of the LP was also imprinted with the name of Essex Productions, a company Sinatra had recently formed and for which he held grand ambitions. “He informed the trade press,” Friedwald writes, “that Essex was a ‘full-fledged independent record company’ and that he himself remained ‘only nominally a Capitol artist,’ claiming that all Sinatra product was merely distributed by Capitol.”


Alan Livingston begged to differ, pointing out that Essex was “purely a paper deal for tax purposes. We still owned every Sinatra record made at Capitol, and in perpetuity.”


From the mid-1950s on, Frank and his lawyer Milton “Mickey” Rudin, of the Los Angeles firm Gang, Kopp & Tyre, would form a number of corporations with British-y names—Essex, Bristol, Kent, Canterbury—ostensibly, and sometimes actually, for the purpose of co-producing Sinatra’s movies and records but also (and arguably mainly) in order to lessen his personal income tax exposure. Essex might have started out as a dream of Frank’s, but before long it would become a nightmare for Capitol.
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On February 19, Frank was nominated for a Best Actor Academy Award for his performance in The Man with the Golden Arm. He was competing against Ernest Borgnine, who’d played Angelo Maggio’s tormentor Sergeant Fatso Judson in From Here to Eternity and was now up for his performance as a lonely Brooklyn butcher in Marty; James Cagney (for Love Me or Leave Me); James Dean (East of Eden); and Spencer Tracy (Bad Day at Black Rock). Sinatra knew he’d given a great performance in The Man with the Golden Arm, the performance of his life. He didn’t just hope to win; he expected it.
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A week later, the first installment of “The Real Frank Sinatra Story,” a syndicated Sunday series by the columnist Dorothy Kilgallen, ran in Hearst newspapers across the nation. The politically conservative Hearst papers had been on Frank’s case since the early 1940s for his liberal stances, his infidelities, and his Mob ties, although it’s hard to think there wasn’t also an element of ethnic contempt, in that Waspocratic era, for an Italian-American who didn’t know his place. The first Hearst columnist to go after Sinatra was the Red-baiting, Jew-hating Westbrook Pegler; next came the Hemingway wannabe Robert Ruark, who had the journalistic good fortune to chance upon Frank fraternizing with Lucky Luciano in February 1947 at the Mafia summit in Havana.


The New York–based Kilgallen, who had started out in a dither about Frank—in 1944, she wrote a fan-magazine piece titled “The Stars I’d Like to Be Married to (If I Weren’t Already Mrs. Richard Kollmar)”; Sinatra led the list—soon began toeing the Hearst company line. Now and then her columns had positive things to say about Frank, but the few compliments she doled out sounded grudging.


The Sunday series began with a bang. “Success hasn’t changed Frank Sinatra,” Kilgallen wrote. “When he was unappreciated and obscure he was bad-tempered, egotistical, extravagant and moody.” He was, she said, “a Jekyll and Hyde dressed in sharpie clothes.” The pieces were factually accurate but acidulous, especially on the subject of his many romances. She named names: famous ones like Ava, Lana Turner, Anita Ekberg, Gloria Vanderbilt, Kim Novak, and Jill Corey; lesser-known ones like pop singer Jo Ann Tolley, fashion model Melissa Weston, and actress Lisa Ferraday. “A few of the women, like Ava and Lana, were public idols themselves and priceless examples of feminine beauty,” Kilgallen wrote.






Many more, of course, have been the fluffy little struggling dolls of show business, pretty and small-waisted and similar under the standard layer of peach-colored Pan-Cake makeup—starlets who never got past first base in Hollywood, assorted models and vocalists, and chorus girls now lost in the ghosts of floor shows past. Others belonged to the classification most gently described as tawdry.








On balance, the worst that can be said about Kilgallen’s characterization is that her feminist sympathies were somewhat muddled. Sure, Frank got around—a lot. His famous quotation of decades later—“If I had as many love affairs as you’ve given me credit for,” he told reporters, “I’d now be speaking to you from a jar in Harvard Medical School”—was, as I wrote in Frank: The Voice, not just an evasion but the Big Lie:






“Love affairs” was more than a euphemism, but less than the truth:


Love was always what it was about, and never quite what it was really about. Love was the fleeting ideal, the thing to be sung about, to be dreamed of while he zipped his trousers on his way from one conquest to the next. In truth, there were probably even more affairs than the hundreds he’d been given credit for. For there always had to be someone. His loneliness was bottomless, but there was always someone to try to help him find the bottom.








And while this may be pitiable, is it reprehensible? Was he exploiting the many women he slept with? Though some of the girlfriends he wooed with lavish gifts and hearts-and-flowers declarations might have momentarily fantasized that they had his exclusive attention, the illusion couldn’t have lasted long. He was Frank Sinatra. He was, Peggy Connelly recalled, “always on his way somewhere else in his mind, even while he was looking you in the eye. Someone once said he had no ‘now.’ He was never satisfied to be where he was.”


And somewhere else was often someone else. In 2012, Jill Corey, finally beginning to process Frank’s mid-1950s relationship with Connelly and others, said, “I suppose I can understand he probably could have been carrying on a relationship with both of us at the same time, or maybe four others. I have no idea.”


Best for a woman’s mental health was either to reject him outright—we’ve seen it happen, and we’ll see it again; he wasn’t universally irresistible—or to understand (or squint at the fact) that any serious relationship with him was a membership in a kind of harem, a group of shifting size and constitution that would cling around the singer over the next decade and a half. Many women shared this understanding. There were no formal requirements for membership, but it seemed to help a good deal if a young woman was fresh-faced, innocent to a degree, intelligent, talented as an actress or singer or both, and not aggressive, over-perfumed, or over-inquisitive about the exact contours of Frank’s love life. In return, she could expect everything except intimacy: tenderness, respect, attentiveness, many Italian meals, travel, visits to historic recording sessions, lavish gifts, romance, good sex, the occasional proposal of marriage, and always that absolutely electrifying moment at a nightclub or recording session or in a casino showroom when he turned his startling blue eyes toward her and sang to her and her alone.


Not to mention stories to tell her grandchildren.
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A biographer once asked Peggy Connelly, whose relatively serious relationship with Sinatra continued for several years, if he had been the love of her life.


“I said, ‘Certainly not,’ ” she recalled. “Because there just finally wasn’t enough of a human being. Frank had a public persona that took him over; everywhere he went he was the focus of attention. He couldn’t switch gears very often. I think he was always on his guard.


“I mean, he did everything for me,” Connelly said. “He was generous. He complimented me to everybody. I heard all kinds of compliments that came back to me from other people. And I was very aware that I had become known as Sinatra’s steady, in a way—I don’t know what you’d call it. He took me everywhere, and we met everybody. Cary Grant used to say, when there was a party, ‘Oh, I hope Frank brings Peggy; he always behaves so much better.’ But he just didn’t have that cuddly, man-woman kind of need. You can only live without that for so long.”


As for the Tawdry Ones about whom 1950s newspaper etiquette forbade Dorothy Kilgallen to be more specific, the story could now and then be a good deal darker. Sinatra had a way of disrespecting those he considered disrespectable, as a way of punishing the disrespectability he felt imbrued with. But it’s unlikely Kilgallen’s reporting took her there. What she was really doing in her big piece on Frank was chastising him for promiscuity, the vice that Eisenhower America felt compelled to condemn and the same one America, secretly or not so secretly, loved Sinatra for. She was being a prude and a scold, and she was violating Frank’s intricate code for journalists, which allowed a reporter or columnist to now and then ask a personal question or two as long as Sinatra had met with him or her personally and assessed his or her bona fides and as long as he or she made sure to compliment Frank frequently and lavishly in print.


When Frank didn’t like a piece, he usually sent a nasty telegram. (Sometimes he also threatened legal action.) In Dorothy Kilgallen’s case, however, he decided to do something special: he sent her a tombstone with her name engraved on it.


To bring the perfectly ambivalent month of February to a terrible close, on leap day, the twenty-ninth, Humphrey Bogart was diagnosed with esophageal cancer. In those days, it was a death sentence. Frank was devastated.
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With Frank Sinatra, the sublime and the ridiculous, the exquisite and the coarse, alternated so quickly and frequently that it’s useless to try to reconcile them. He wasn’t one thing or the other; he was both, and then a moment later he was something else again. The man who went to significant expense and effort to send a Sicilian-style message in granite to Dorothy Kilgallen, the man who, when human relations palled, periodically had his valet dial him up some professional company, was the same man who envisioned a new album that would combine Nelson Riddle’s unparalleled arranging gifts and the rich and delicate sound of the classical string quartet Frank had come to revere.


“We became very close friends and saw a lot of him between the recordings in those days, and spent many weekends with Frank at his home in Palm Springs,” Eleanor Slatkin recalled, when Sinatra was still alive.






As you know, he has a tremendous collection of classical records, and every time we were at his house, he had classical music playing … and a lot of opera too. He is very knowledgeable, and of course, he knew many of the artists. He fell in love with the Quartet … and he said, “You know, I think it would be a terrific idea to do an album with a string quartet …” and so came Close to You. Everything you did with Frank was Frank’s idea.








The potential problem, however, was that the quartet alone “might not be enough to support a pop singer—even one who exceeded many classical voices in artistry and execution,” Will Friedwald writes.






And even if it could, the quartet alone might not sustain the attention of a pop audience. So … as [the HSQ second violinist] Paul Shure recalled, “Nelson decided to use a string quartet and [four rhythm], and each tune would have another instrument. He’d have string quartet and French horn …, string quartet and flute …, string quartet and trumpet …, string quartet and solo violin … It was all a core of string quartet writing with different instruments added.”








The album was a brilliant meeting of minds between Sinatra and Riddle. It was also commercially problematic, to say the least. And coming on the heels of Tone Poems of Color, it gave pause to the men in the Capitol front office. “It was something that Capitol Records really didn’t want to do,” Leonard Slatkin said. “Using [the HSQ], putting their name on the cover. I think that was really the objection. Because it was before the time when we even used the word ‘crossover.’ They said, ‘How can we sell this? What’s our market? We have no idea.’ But Frank insisted. He said, ‘If you guys don’t do this, I’m leaving.’ Of course, this was a challenge that Nelson was so up to. I mean, those are just stunning arrangements all the way through. Like a lot of Frank’s work of that period, it almost needs to be about two in the morning when you listen to it.”


The challenge for Riddle was writing for so few instruments. “It’s the most stunning thing that Nelson Riddle ever did,” Paul Shure said.






Using the string sound as a basis rather than a pad or an enhancement really was a turnaround for Nelson. String quartet writing is the hardest thing to do, because everything is so open. With a larger orchestra, you have a big palette to work with, and there are all kinds of things going on. You can use the orchestra to overcome melodic deficiencies, by using riffs and doing things with the woodwinds or brass over a string pad and get away with it. When you’re writing for four, six, or eight instruments, it’s another story.








On March 1, back at Capitol (where sound engineers had been laboring furiously to improve studio acoustics), Sinatra and Riddle, along with the Hollywood String Quartet and several other musicians, had a go at “Don’t Like Goodbyes,” a number from Harold Arlen and Truman Capote’s Caribbean musical House of Flowers. Frank was bothered by something, either the acoustics or the arrangement; if it was the latter, there might have been a reshuffling of instrumentalists for the next studio date, a week later. This time—using the quartet plus a clarinet, a French horn, a flute, a harp, and an additional violin, along with a rhythm section of guitar, bass, drums, and piano—Nelson came up with the goods, and “Goodbyes,” along with three other songs (“If It’s the Last Thing I Do,” “P.S. I Love You,” and “Love Locked Out”), was laid down for posterity.


Close to You wasn’t just a work of brilliance; it was hard work. Its making would span eight months on and off, more time than Sinatra would devote to any album until 1980’s Trilogy.
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For most of March, Frank played the Sands, commuting back and forth between the fleshpots of Vegas and the company town of Los Angeles. On the fifteenth, he conducted the last session for Tone Poems of Color. And on the night of the twenty-first, with Peggy Connelly on his arm, he was back at the Pantages Theater for the twenty-eighth annual Academy Awards, remembering keenly the heft of the eight-pound statuette he was all but certain he would hold again.


It wasn’t to be. After presenting the Best Score award to Alfred Newman (for Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing), Frank had to sit and watch in disbelief as the Best Actor Oscar went to Ernest Borgnine for Marty. He was devastated. He had behaved for Otto Preminger on The Man with the Golden Arm as he had for Fred Zinnemann on From Here to Eternity: he had rehearsed, shown up at eight on the dot every morning, done every take that was asked of him. He had done the acting of his life. How could they begrudge him?


“I had wanted to go on to the parties they held afterwards,” Connelly recalled, “but we walked out, got in the car, and went home. He went into his bedroom, didn’t turn the light on, just sat down on the bed. I finally decided to go in.


“I kneeled down on the floor and put my arms around him. It’s embarrassing now to remember what I said to him: ‘It’s terrible. But Ernie Borgnine is fat and ugly—think what it’ll do for his career.’ Frank said, ‘Yeah, but think what it would’ve done for mine.’ ‘You don’t need it,’ I told him. ‘You’re Frank Sinatra.’ ”
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In April, he did two more sessions for Close to You: on the fifth, he recorded, besides “The End of a Love Affair,” “It Could Happen to You,” and “With Every Breath I Take,” a Johnny Burke–Jimmy Van Heusen number called “There’s a Flaw in My Flue.”* The song, on which Frank’s vocal was as beautiful as any other on the album, contained lines such as






Now I try to remember and smoke gets in my nose








There are a couple of theories about why Sinatra laid down this parody, originally written by Burke and Van Heusen for a comedy segment on a wartime Bing Crosby broadcast. In Frank Sinatra: My Father, Nancy Sinatra claims that the tune was “a joke on the Capitol executives.” When the demo album went out to the big brass, she writes, they all proclaimed it “beautiful!,” and were ready to release it in its entirety—until Frank, shaking his head at the executives’ denseness, had the number removed.


Nonsense, argues the Sinatra archivist Ed O’Brien, who claims that Frank “obviously viewed [the song] as a comedy piece … It was a throwaway meant to amuse his audience.” O’Brien, who interviewed the former Capitol vice president Alan Livingston at length before Livingston’s death, says that the label “never seriously considered” putting the song on the album.


And yet. Bing Crosby, a far cooler character than Sinatra (and an effortlessly funny one to boot), would have brought off the comedy of “Flaw” without breaking a sweat. Frank had a strange and uncertain sense of humor, usually too close to the bubbling caldron of his anger for comfort: his jokes, onstage or off, tended to throw menacing shadows. When he opened his mouth to sing, it was serious business, even if the song was joyous. (Over the years, when he sang the parodies Sammy Cahn now and then penned for him, his often hesitant delivery had a way of too obviously signaling the joke.) Couldn’t his motives have been mixed where “Flaw” was concerned? Might he not have meant it both to amuse his pals and to nettle the suits? If it’s true that his beloved Close to You had been a hard sell to Capitol and that Sinatra had threatened to walk unless the album was made, “There’s a Flaw in My Flue” might have been the first volley in an incipient war between the singer and his record label.
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On Monday night, April 9, Frank convened in Capitol Studio A with Riddle, a twenty-seven-piece orchestra, and a chorus to show his variety on a productive—if not great—non–Close to You session. Sans chorus, he recorded a good, straight-ahead blues called “No One Ever Tells You” and a pleasant enough John DeVries–Joe Bushkin ballad, “Something Wonderful Happens in Summer.” With the singers, he laid down two charming if extremely white-sounding R&B-flavored singles, “Five Hundred Guys” (to which he devoted a laborious fourteen takes) and the much catchier “Hey! Jealous Lover” (with lyrics by Sammy Cahn and music by Kay Twomey and Bee Walker), which would go to number 6 on the Billboard chart in the fall.


The following night, Tuesday the tenth, in Municipal Auditorium in Birmingham, Alabama, several members of a group that called itself the North Alabama Citizens’ Council (soon to change its name to the Original Ku Klux Klan of the Confederacy) attacked the stage while Nat King Cole, a friend to both Frank Sinatra and Nelson Riddle (and Riddle’s frequent employer) was performing before an all-white audience. Three of the men stormed over the footlights while Cole was singing “Little Girl,” knocking him down and roughing him up before police rushed from the wings and subdued them. The attackers had apparently intended to kidnap Cole, who, after he had been attended to by a doctor, did a brief second performance—for an all-black audience.


The moment Sinatra heard the news, he called Cole to console him as best he could, then phoned the singer’s wife to assure her that Nat would be gotten safely out of Birmingham and flown home to Chicago. It happened the next morning (Cole biographer Daniel Mark Epstein says a commercial flight was diverted), just as Frank had said it would.
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Sinatra tended to spend money whether he had it or not—like a drunken admiral, one of his friends once said. But with real money coming in, Frank took stock and decided to make a big change. He’d been renting the garden apartment on Wilshire and Beverly Glen since his down-at-heels days; it was a nice place, but now he wanted a Los Angeles base of operations all his own, one befitting his elevated station, and he didn’t want anyone else’s house—he wanted to build the bachelor pad of bachelor pads, from scratch, to his own specifications. He’d found the perfect site, an aerie on Bowmont Drive, high atop the Hollywood Hills, just east of Coldwater Canyon and overlooking what looked like all of creation: the San Fernando Valley to the north, the City of Angels to the south, the Pacific to the west. And he’d found the perfect man to design his dream home: the superstar (and, unusual for the time, African-American) architect Paul Revere Williams, who’d created dozens of strikingly modern public buildings across Southern California, as well as numerous movie stars’ houses.


Williams listened carefully to his new client’s wishes and soon came back with a set of drawings that Frank loved. The house would be small (two bedrooms) but elegantly simple in its contours, with clean lines, plenty of big picture windows all around, built-in appliances, and what was then called an Oriental interior motif, with expanses of rich wood and surfaces painted in his favorite color, orange.


Ground had been broken at 2666 Bowmont early in the spring, and construction was proceeding apace, as things tended to proceed when Sinatra was involved. On Saturday, April 14, he awoke early, excited, and drove up to the site to watch the foundation being laid. The morning was cold and drizzly; the hopeful smell of freshly poured concrete hung in the misty air. Frank watched the workmen for a while, wide-eyed with pleasure. Afterward, he drove down to Columbia Pictures for a meeting with studio president Harry Cohn. Sinatra was slated to star in the musical Pal Joey in the spring of 1957, and there were several matters to discuss.


The last movie Frank had made for Columbia had been From Here to Eternity, and things had been very different then. Down on his luck, his movie and recording careers stalled, Sinatra had gone to Harry Cohn with hat in hand and all but begged for the role of Angelo Maggio. This time, Frank was very far from down on his luck. His stride into Cohn’s office would have been easy and graceful, his handshake firm, his smile broad. He now possessed power to intimidate even Harry Cohn.
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Frank and his longtime valet George Jacobs at Sinatra’s bachelor-pad aerie overlooking Coldwater Canyon. “Oh, man, I had a life with that poor man,” Jacobs said.


The agents and lawyers had already worked out Sinatra’s deal for Pal Joey, at a rate very far from the reported $8,000 to $10,000 he had earned for ten weeks of work on From Here to Eternity. Columbia had never been one of the richest studios, but with Frank’s Essex Productions participating (and assuming part of the risk), the studio could afford to offer Sinatra a salary of $150,000 for Pal Joey, along with 25 percent of the net box-office receipts—the kinds of terms every star in Hollywood wanted but very few could demand. Frank walked into Harry Cohn’s office with this deal already in his pocket. What he was there to discuss with Cohn and his minions was not money but the marketing of the movie.


Pal Joey was an adaptation of the 1940 Rodgers and Hart Broadway musical of the same name, which itself had been adapted from a series of New Yorker stories by John O’Hara. The main character was Joey Evans, a second-rate nightclub singer (he was a dancer in the original musical) who dreams of opening his own club; the action turns around Joey and the two women who come into his life: Vera, a bored socialite of a certain age with the power to bankroll his dream, and Linda, a naïve young secretary. For the two female leads, Columbia had signed Rita Hayworth, who was thirty-seven but still a knockout (and a box-office draw), and the twenty-three-year-old Kim Novak, with whom Frank was still involved, in his fashion.


“We talked things out,” Sinatra recalled, “and then I saw an uneasy look coming into the faces of the Cohn braintrust and Harry himself. I don’t like frightened people, and I don’t like being frightened myself. So I asked, ‘What’s the trouble?’ All were afraid to talk up. ‘If it’s billing,’ I said, ‘it’s okay to make it Hayworth/Sinatra/Novak. I don’t mind being in the middle of that sandwich.’ Man, were they relieved!”


That night, Frank had dinner at 320 North Carolwood with Big Nancy and the kids—Nancy Sandra, who was almost sixteen; twelve-year-old Frank junior; and seven-year-old Tina. Dinner with his ex-wife and children was an almost weekly ritual for Sinatra when he was in town, and “there was something ‘special event’ about these occasions, like papal visits,” George Jacobs writes, describing the first time he accompanied his boss to one of the dinners.






Mr. S was very touchy and huggy with the kids. He truly loved them, and always arrived with either toys, gifts, or, as they got older, money. But at the same time the situation was awkward, especially the goodbye part. The kids never begged him to stay, but their longing expressions conveyed the powerful message, and it hurt. Driving back to the apartment, Mr. S looked down. I told him how much I liked his family, and all he could say was, “I know, I know.” He would call them every single day, wherever he might be, at six o’clock just before their dinner, and be the best telephone father there ever was.








Though Big Nancy had thrown Frank out and changed the locks the first time he allowed himself to be seen in public with Ava Gardner (early 1950), his former house, a sprawling, Spanish Mission–style ranch set on two and a half Beverly Hills acres, still bore his strong imprint. The interior color scheme was predominantly bright orange and black, and most of the many family photographs proudly displayed the paterfamilias, just as though he had never left.


In Frank’s apartment, on the other hand, there were lots of pictures of his children and none at all of their mother. There was a weird asymmetry to Sinatra’s relationship with Nancy Barbato Sinatra, the ex-wife who, George Jacobs writes, “didn’t seem ex at all.” There was something very Old World about it. She had even tutored Jacobs carefully about how to cook all of Frank’s favorite dishes. He was the padrone, who did what he liked and came and went as he pleased. Big Nancy, on the other hand, didn’t really even date, despite occasional excited reports in the gossip columns, and she would never marry again. “I married one man for life, and with my luck it had to be your father,” she would later tell her younger daughter. Her steadiest companions in the mid-1950s were Barbara Stanwyck, whose ex-husband Robert Taylor had also left her for Ava Gardner, and the handsome Latin actor Cesar Romero, a closeted homosexual. It was as if she had entered a cloister when Frank left (complete with devotional images of him on all the walls).


Except.


Tina Sinatra, who as a little girl always hoped her father would come home for good, would discover years later that he “actually was coming home” to Nancy. “Sporadically, but very romantically. He’d encourage Mom just often enough to make waiting for him seem almost reasonable.”


Il padrone.


[image: image]


After his home-cooked dinner that night, Frank popped over to Hedda Hopper’s house for a last-minute interview: he was due to leave for Spain in three days to shoot The Pride and the Passion. They talked about the construction of his new house, his meeting at Columbia. He even gave the columnist his sandwich line about Hayworth and Novak. The two of them had a laugh over that. Then Hopper jumped right in with the unavoidable question: Would he see Ava in Spain?


“If I do meet Ava,” Sinatra told her with a blue-eyed stare, “it will be in some public place. It will be a casual matter—hello, how are you, goodbye.”


“No chance of a reconciliation?”


“There would have to be a complete change … But complete. I don’t think that could happen.”
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He had written to her, according to a friend, asking when, if ever, she intended to pick up her divorce decree. They could discuss it, Ava replied, when Frank came to Spain.
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i guess i have finally reached the stage in life when work becomes a labor of you know what, and man this aint it.


—FRANK SINATRA TO ALEC WILDER, APRIL 1956








Frank Sinatra was now a legitimate movie star, and his compensation confirmed it: for making The Pride and the Passion, a period epic to be shot in Spain over the spring and summer of 1956, he would earn $250,000, the equivalent of some $2 million today. His contract reflected his lofty standing, stipulating that “no other artist is to receive better living accommodations than those provided for Sinatra; that he is to be paid ten thousand dollars per week and supplied with twenty-five dollars per day for tips and incidentals, plus reasonable baggage allowance.”


But the fame, the money, and the perks barely concealed one unchanging fact: no matter how big a movie star he became, motion pictures would never give Frank the kind of concentrated, almost fanatical control that he exerted over his music.


The Pride and the Passion was a misbegotten enterprise from the start; despite Sinatra’s big salary, he was just along for the ride. The $4 million epic, produced and directed by Stanley Kramer, was based on the C. S. Forester novel The Gun, about the struggle of Spanish peasant fighters to deploy a giant cannon against the French army during the Napoleonic Wars. The title of the novel gives you the root of the movie’s problems: the gun was the centerpiece of the story, making the doings of the three stars—Sinatra, Cary Grant, and, in her first American movie, the twenty-one-year-old Sophia Loren—pale by contrast. The film’s silly title—it sounded as if it should be accompanied by the strum of a gypsy guitar—was a Band-Aid, a lackluster attempt to lend human interest to a narrative that was fundamentally inert.


Frank, a careful and intelligent reader and an incisive student of song lyrics, would have understood this from the moment he read the script. As the rebel leader Miguel, he would get plenty of action: he would command peons and jump into rivers and butt heads with Grant’s character, the stodgy British navy commander Trumbull. Miguel and Trumbull would compete for the love of Loren’s character, the lusty peasant girl Juana. But always, always, front and center in almost every scene, there was the giant gun, having to be dragged over hill and dale in order to besiege the French in the walled city of Ávila. Sinatra had characteristic confidence in his ability to portray a Spanish guerrilla fighter: he engaged a Spanish guitarist (who turned out to be Argentinean) as a dialogue coach, saying somewhat puzzlingly, “I want to play this role like a Spaniard trying to speak English—not like an American trying to talk like a Spaniard trying to speak English.”


He could do the role, but did he want to? From the beginning, Frank’s participation in the movie was a matter of pride without passion. Even worse. SINATRA DREADS TRIP TO SPAIN FOR FILM, read the headline of Louella Parsons’s April 22 column. “Only Frank Sinatra’s most intimate friends know that he cabled Stanley Kramer trying to get out of ‘The Pride and the Passion’ in Spain,” Parsons wrote. But her take on Frank’s reluctance had nothing to do with the movie itself. Rather, Louella felt that “he dreads a head-on meeting with Ava Gardner, who lives there.”


She had a point. In going to Spain, Frank was sailing off into highly fraught, not to say incendiary, emotional territory. His companion on the trip (along with Jimmy Van Heusen) was Peggy Connelly. But as the newspapers had been pointing out delightedly for months, Spain was also the home of his not quite ex-wife. Despite the pronouncements both Frank and Ava had made to friends, columnists, and reporters, their feelings about each other continued to be volatile and unresolved. They talked on the phone every week, sometimes every day; they would continue to stay in close touch, as other lovers came and went, until the end of Gardner’s life.


Ava had fallen for Spain a couple of years before, as she and Frank were breaking up, “all its from-the-blood passion and authenticity looming before her as the antithesis of Hollywood phoniness,” her biographer Lee Server writes. “Her dream Spain overlooked the fears and treachery of a land under the yoke of the Franco fascists, but it was very real in her imagination.”


And her imagination was vivid. “It was so unspoiled in those days, so dramatic, so historic—and so goddamn cheap to live in that it was almost unbelievable,” Gardner wrote in her memoir.






But there was more than dollars and sense involved in my decision. I fell in love with classic Castilian—when you hear it spoken and can understand it, it’s so pure and musical that it’s a delight to the senses. And I felt emotionally close to Spain—who can really say why?—and the Spanish people responded in kind, accepting me without question. Which couldn’t have been easy for them. After all, I represented everything they disapproved of. I was a woman, living alone, divorced, a non-Catholic, and an actress.








With her characteristic creativity, Ava finalized the divorce that was still incomplete when she first moved to Spain. Nor was she alone at first. While shooting a movie there soon after Mogambo, her marital Waterloo with Sinatra, she had fallen in love with the great bullfighter Luis Miguel Dominguín, devilishly handsome and four years her junior. But that relationship soon fell victim to Ava’s boredom and impatience, and in the spring of 1956 she was between lovers, at loose ends, and dangerous.


On some level—maybe more than she was willing to admit to herself or anyone else—she was waiting for Frank’s arrival. She had bought a house in a suburb just outside Madrid; she was also driving a new convertible he had sent her after she’d casually mentioned to him in one of their periodic phone calls that she’d totaled her Mercedes while speeding to an appointment.


Sinatra, Van Heusen, and Connelly arrived in Madrid on April 18, the very day of Grace Kelly’s wedding to Prince Rainier in Monaco. Though Frank had been invited to the ceremony, he gave it wide berth because he knew Ava would be there. Shooting on The Pride and the Passion was scheduled to start on the twenty-second in El Escorial, a hilly region thirty miles from Madrid, and after a warm-up quarrel with Stanley Kramer’s people about having a hi-fi system installed in his huge hotel suite—the system was installed—Frank settled into the initially pleasant business of relaxing for a couple of days and getting acclimated. In a slightly peculiar but apparently characteristic arrangement, Van Heusen stayed in Sinatra and Connelly’s suite, in a bedroom down the hall from Frank and Peggy’s. One morning, Connelly remembered, “We had just awakened, and we were under the covers planning the day, and Jimmy came in and said, ‘Please, please, there’ll be no fucking in my presence.’ It made Frank laugh.”


A party given by a Spanish movie magazine brought Sinatra together with his two co-stars, Cary Grant and Sophia Loren. Frank knew Grant well from the Hollywood party circuit, but he was meeting the gorgeous, voluptuous Loren for the first time. Sparks did not fly. Frank smiled appreciatively, but Loren was painfully shy, and her English was terrible. (And truth be told, if the Italian starlet had eyes for anyone, it was the still-astounding-looking fifty-two-year-old Grant.) With Connelly at his side, Sinatra minded his manners.


It was the calm before the storm. Everyone in the world seemed aware that Ava was just a couple of miles away and that she and Frank “had not lived in such close proximity for this long in nearly two years,” Lee Server writes. “But tempting as it was—grueling as it was—Sinatra stood his ground. In the end it was Ava who made the call, treating it as lightly as she might a ring-up to an uncle passing through from back home, though perhaps a bit less respectfully.”


According to Richard Condon, who would later become a novelist and the author of The Manchurian Candidate but was then working as a unit publicist on The Pride and the Passion, he and a few others were in Frank’s hotel suite when he took Ava’s call.






“You goddamned jerk,” she yelled so loudly that everyone in the room could hear. “You’ve been here how many days and you don’t even call me.”


“I’ve been busy,” said Frank.


“What’s happening?”


Peggy Connelly walked into the room and listened to Frank’s end of the conversation. A few minutes later he hung up.


“Was that Ava?”


“Yes, it was.”


“Are you going to see her?”


“Maybe.”


“Well, I won’t like it at all. I didn’t come here so you could see Ava.”


Frank looked at her for a few seconds and then very calmly told her to go back into the bedroom, pack her bags, and leave. Weeks later, he sent her a twenty-thousand-dollar grand piano and begged her to return.








The grand piano was the cherry on the sundae. Connelly might have been temporarily dismissed for insubordination, but as Dorothy Kilgallen noted in her column of May 30, Frank treated Peggy to stays in Paris and London on her way back to the States and, when she arrived in New York, put her up in an apartment at the Waldorf-Astoria and provided her “with two seats down front for all the best Broadway shows.”


Just before Sinatra began the sixteen-week shoot—a period that had come to feel like a jail term—he sat down and wrote a letter to Alec Wilder (“professor”) at the Algonquin Hotel, typing in his characteristic lowercase style and sounding as though he had a bottle of Jack Daniel’s close by his side.


It was a letter of complaint, pure and simple, in the key of self-pity. (“j. christ four and a half months …”) He’d never been accused of welshing, Frank wrote, but now he understood why some people ran out on deals. It was only his “dogged dago decency” that was keeping him from catching a plane home—and not just any plane but an overnight TWA flight, with a first-class sleeper berth and “some fine old cordon bleu” on hand.


“[S]eriously,” he continued, “i guess i have finally reached the stage in life when work becomes a labor of you know what, and man this aint it.”
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