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To those who have left us:


My precious daughter, Lisa Marie;


My beautiful mother, Ann;


My sweet grandson, Benjamin;


Elvis, who is with me still.


And to my beloved son, Navarone, who comforts me in their absence.


I love you all tenderly, deeply, and eternally. I carry you in my heart every day.











Softly, I will leave you softly,


Long before your arms can beg me stay


For one more hour, for one more day.


After all the years,


I can’t bear the tears to fall


So softly, as I leave you there.


—Music by Tony De Vita


—Lyrics by Hal Shaper


—As performed by Elvis Presley










Prologue



UNCHAINED MELODY


I’ll be coming home, wait for me.


I AM WALKING DOWN A ROAD. ALL AROUND ARE TREES, LUSH and green. I don’t know where I am, but the place feels familiar. Behind me and to my left walks a handsome young man in a navy pilot’s uniform. He keeps an eye on me from a few feet away, making sure I am safe.


My mother walks with him, young again, the lines smoothed from her beautiful face. I hear her voice. “Did you eat dinner? You need a good night’s sleep for tomorrow. Remember to hold your head up high when you walk out on stage.”


“Yes,” I reply, “I will.”


Grandma is to the right of me, holding my arm, stroking it gently when I get tired or distressed. “I’m here, young’un. I’m still listening. You can always talk to me.”


My rescue dogs skitter about, exploring the path, then returning to me for a pat on the head. Their tails wag excitedly.


Lisa Marie and Benjamin walk slightly ahead of me, their arms around each other. Lisa turns around and looks me in the eye. “I’m sorry, Mom.”


“I’m sorry too, sweetheart.”


As she turns back around, I ask her, “Did you take your bath?” It is an old joke, and Lisa laughs.


“Yes, Mom, I took my bath.”


Benjamin turns toward me. “I’m all right, Nona. I really am.”


I look into his eyes and say, “I know.”


To my left walks Elvis. His body is lean and strong again, his deep blue eyes clear. When he looks down at me, his face fills with tenderness.


“Yittle all right?”


“Her’s all right.”


“Does her miss him?”


“Every day, Sattnin’, every day.” Taking my hand, he threads his fingers through mine, resting lightly where the ring used to be. I feel the warmth.


But I keep walking, my eyes firmly on the road ahead, for I know that it is taking me home.










CHAPTER 1



Letting Go


I’m caught in a trap, and I can’t get out


Because I love you too much, baby.


WHEN I LEFT ELVIS PRESLEY, I WAS TWENTY-seven years old. I had spent half of my life as his wife or girlfriend, going straight from my parents’ home to his. I knew almost nothing about the world outside his orbit. My choice to leave was terrifying for me and unfathomable to his millions of fans. What they didn’t understand was that I did not leave Elvis because I no longer loved him. I loved him as much on the day I left as on the day we married. I left Elvis because I needed a life of my own. I was living his life. Just as Elvis was searching for the meaning of his life, I was searching for mine.


The split with Elvis was complicated and long in coming. We had been together thirteen years when I left, almost half of my life. The world outside was changing, but behind the gates of Graceland, his mansion in Memphis, Tennessee, things remained the same. When Elvis and I became serious in 1963, I was eighteen years old and very much a product of my generation. Like my mother before me, I grew up learning how to please a man. The expectation for girls in the 1960s was to find and secure a good husband. I worked hard to meet those expectations. I went to charm school to learn how to dress and do my makeup. My attitude suited Elvis, who was also a product of his generation. He loved to buy me pretty things, including beautiful clothes. I happily took his advice on clothing and makeup as he shaped me into his perfect woman. I didn’t resent it; I embraced it. I wanted to please my man.


Pleasing my man, though, involved a great deal more than the way I looked. Like all girls, I studied home economics, learned how to create a happy home, and read magazine articles on how to behave with a man. I was taught never to be forward—pushy. Elvis couldn’t stand pushy girls. There were rules for almost everything girls did back then. I should never phone a boy, for that would be forward. It was up to him to call me. A woman’s purpose was to meet her man’s needs before considering her own, if she thought about hers at all. I was to make sure my husband had his favorite food prepared to his liking, whenever he wanted it. I was to listen to my husband without expecting him to listen to me. It was not my place to offer my own opinions unless he asked. I should never question his instructions or behavior. If he came home late or stayed out all night, he didn’t owe me an explanation. These things were his prerogative as head of the household. Most important, I felt it was my job to keep him happy, not the other way around.


Social traditions also prepared me for marriage. When I was in the ninth grade, the year I met Elvis, my school had a contest where the boys could bid on the girls. If a boy had the winning bid on a particular girl, he “owned her” for the day. She had to follow him around, serve him his lunch, and carry his books. The boys competed for the girls, but the girls also competed with one another. The girl who got the highest bid was the winner, the most popular girl. That year, I won. The whole contest is unthinkable by current standards, but at the time, it was fun. It also foreshadowed the endless competition for Elvis’s attention that would characterize my marriage.


I embraced these social norms without question. For many years, they guided my marriage. I loved caring for Elvis. I cherished the role of the devoted homemaker. Whenever we stayed at the ranch, where we didn’t have staff, I eagerly and lovingly took over Elvis’s care. Every night, I laid out his pajamas, and I took on the roles of the servants by day. I am nurturing by nature, so caring for him wasn’t difficult for me.


In addition to the conservative mores of the time, marrying a Southern man created additional expectations for both Elvis and me. Much has been made of the ten-year age gap between us, but it wasn’t unusual in the South. It certainly wasn’t considered pedophilia. After all, thirty-three-year-old Rhett Butler had first attracted Scarlett O’Hara when she was sixteen. Of course, they were fictional characters, but they were symbolic of a cultural reality. Jerry Lee Lewis had famously married his wife when she was thirteen. So had Edgar Allan Poe, another Southern icon. I, fortunately, wasn’t a child bride. Though Elvis and I had started a relationship when I was fourteen, it didn’t become a romantic relationship until I was seventeen. We waited to have sex until he married me at twenty-one. The fact remains, however, that there were ten years between us.


There was some logic to an age gap between spouses. Older men could be good husband prospects because they were more mature and well established socially and economically. From the Southern men’s point of view, choosing a younger woman made it easier to function as the head of the household, guiding their young wife’s behavior and opinions. This extra code of etiquette was layered onto Elvis’s expectations of me as a wife. Elvis was a Southern man who expected his woman to be pretty, submissive, and charming. Twenty-four hours a day. I would even wrap my hair in toilet paper after Elvis fell asleep to keep my hairdo intact. Then I’d get up early to fix my hair and eye makeup before he woke up. The problem, of course, was that as I grew into adulthood, the power imbalance created by the age gap with Elvis remained. It was difficult for us to have a marriage of equals when Elvis was used to being in charge.


I did my best to meet all of his expectations. I had never learned to cook, but with a full staff at Graceland, I didn’t need to. I made attempts to cook a meal in the beginning, but the results were barely edible. Although I was clearly not destined to be a chef, I was careful to ensure that Elvis got his favorite foods on time. I consulted with the cook daily, sometimes several times a day, to make sure Elvis’s preferences were met. Each time he returned home, I greeted him in a lovely outfit, with styled hair and full eye makeup, and made a fuss over him. I also listened to Elvis talk endlessly, sometimes all night, even when he read me passages from philosophy books at three in the morning. I tried never to question his behavior. He resented anything that sounded like criticism. He felt no need to explain his relationships with other women. I was to trust him and ignore whatever I might hear.


Elvis never forced me to do any of these things. Both of us knew what the expectations were when I married him, and for a long time, I accepted them. Elvis’s behavior fit the standards of the time. In many ways, he was a good husband. He never abused me, physically or emotionally. Though his temper could be explosive, he rarely exploded at me. With me, he was usually gentle and often tender. He was also extremely generous. He bought me beautiful things, expensive gifts, amazing jewelry. I still wear the diamond cross he gave me. I had much to be grateful for in my marriage. The difference between him and other husbands, though, was that he was Elvis Presley. He had money, a loyal entourage constantly serving his needs, and millions of fans. But I loved him, and because I did, I strove to be the perfect Southern wife of the era. Eventually, though, the struggle wore me down, and I began to feel like the proverbial bird in a gilded cage.


Elvis lived in a world of his own making. He really was the king of all he surveyed. We—the guys and I—slept when he slept, ate when he ate, watched what he liked on TV. It was normal to me, and for a long time, I didn’t question it. The hard part for me was the people who made up Elvis’s little kingdom. They were all male. Elvis and I weren’t the typical married couple; we were two people plus an all-male entourage. I was seldom alone with my husband. When I set the table for our breakfast in the late afternoon, when Elvis usually woke up, I never put out just two place settings. At least six of the guys usually ate with us. When I’d cuddle up against Elvis to watch television, there were men scattered around the room watching with us. They’d laugh and comment and cheer when Elvis shot up the TV set. They came on trips with us and stayed in the hotel where we stayed. Except for a few precious days on our honeymoon at our house in Palm Springs, California, I shared him with the guys. About the only time I had him to myself was when we went to bed in the early hours of the morning. I never complained, for I didn’t want to be seen as whining or nagging. I was trying to be the perfect wife, so sharing Elvis with the guys all the time was something I had to accept.


Elvis was surrounded by men who took care of his every need and were generously rewarded in return. When he and I got horses, the guys got horses so we could all ride. They were both his friends and his staff, and the inner circle was his family. He trusted them. In a world where it wasn’t always safe to be Elvis Presley, they formed a wall of protection around him. Individually, I liked most of them. In some cases, like Joe Esposito, they became my friends, too. But the fact remained that the Memphis Mafia—a nickname they loved—was made up entirely of men. I was the only woman living in a man’s world, whether we were at Graceland, in LA, or at our weekend home in Palm Springs. Living in that world seemed wonderful to outsiders. In reality, it was a very lonely place.


Every night when we ate our dinner, I was the only woman sitting at the dining room table. I got to hear what most women don’t: guy talk. I heard all the jokes and the salty language. The guys would start laughing, and I would laugh and look like I was having fun, but I didn’t get a lot of the jokes. I also got to hear their uncensored assessment of the line of waiting girls. There was always a long line outside our home. Very, very pretty girls queued up at the gate, hoping to see Elvis but often willing to settle for one of the guys. The girls were the embodiment of my worst nightmare, all of them eager to replace me.


I’d hear one of the guys say, “Wow! Did you see that one? Did you see the blonde?” A graphic description would follow. And so they’d go, down the line of willing females.


Sometimes they’d choose a few of the prettiest girls and bring them in to meet Elvis. I squirmed with the memory of how I’d met Elvis the same way. I still wasn’t sure why Elvis had chosen me, and I feared being replaced. Elvis had been single back then, but even married, he was accustomed to having pretty girls escorted to his presence. He’d talk to them and read to them from the Bible and from books on Eastern philosophy. And he could never resist flirting with them. He enjoyed charming them. He sometimes held the girls over my head as a threat.


He’d say, “If you don’t want to listen to me, there’s plenty of girls who will.” And there were. I could see them from our front window or, worse yet, sitting in our living room.


I would sit there thinking, “Oh my gosh, I just hope and pray Elvis doesn’t go for this girl.” I was afraid to leave him on his own. I didn’t want to visit my parents, because that meant there could be someone else stepping in while I was gone.


It was even more uncomfortable because most of the guys were also married. Sometimes the guys would date the girls they brought to meet Elvis, and I saw what was going on. Their wives were my best friends, but I had to keep silent. There was an unspoken code that I would never tell what I saw going on with the guys.


And then there were all the girls I didn’t see. I usually stayed at Graceland when he was shooting a film on location, but I would hear the rumors about him and his costars. The celebrity magazines and papers were full of gossip about Elvis and glamorous girls I’d never met. I felt inadequate next to them, out of place on the sets. The actresses could have conversations with Elvis that I couldn’t have; they were all in the movie business. They had so much in common with him, and they were so much more experienced than I was. I was just the girl at home, waiting for her man to come back.


The stories had been circulating since Elvis and I first dated. He had famously dated Ann-Margret and Shelley Fabares for a while before we were married, while I was living at Graceland as his girlfriend. I started seeing stories about Elvis and Ann-Margret in Las Vegas, where they were filming. And I’d seen a picture of them going to a show together. I began to panic. When I finally asked Elvis about Ann, he dismissed the rumors. He didn’t like me asking him about other girls. It was against the unspoken female behavior code. I had no right to ask.


He just said what he always said when I got worried: “Don’t you ever worry. No one’s going to take your place.”


But those were just words. The pictures told a different story.


The problem didn’t stop when we got married. The knowledge that he always seemed to have actresses that he was very close to ate away at me.


Once Elvis started touring full-time, my anxiety deepened. I rarely saw him, and I couldn’t help obsessing about the girls throwing their room keys on the stage for him nightly. I couldn’t get over the gnawing anxiety. The isolation, the days and weeks without my husband, magnified my fears and began to crush me.


Making everything worse was the fact that Elvis lost interest in me sexually once Lisa was born. He had never been able to make love to a woman who’d had a child. He had put his mother on a pedestal, and after Lisa was born, he put me on one, too. It is impossible to make love on a pedestal. I wore sexy negligees, applied my eye makeup carefully, and tried to initiate lovemaking. Nothing worked. Elvis remained flirtatious and very affectionate with me, but that was all. He was hesitant to have another child. After all, I had gotten pregnant the first time we made love. His hesitation intensified my fears. The loneliness and sense of helplessness weighed heavier with every passing month. It was exhausting. I felt like I was, as the song goes, caught in a trap with no way out. I never want to experience that fear, that insecurity, again.


Small wonder that I became involved in an affair with my karate instructor, Mike Stone. I had started taking karate to get out of the house and develop my own interests. Ironically, I was also doing it to please Elvis. When we met Mike in Hawaii at a karate tournament, Elvis was very impressed. Mike was a great karate master, better even than Chuck Norris. At the time, women rarely learned karate, a sport and an art form Elvis deeply admired and practiced himself. I would show Elvis the moves I’d learned, and he would proudly have me show off to the guys.


What neither of us foresaw was the way karate empowered me. I was good at it, and after years of feeling helpless, it was wonderful to have mastery of my body and my environment, at least for short periods. While Elvis was away from home, performing and spending time with other people, I spent hours training with Mike. My self-confidence grew, and I experienced more of the outside world as I went to tournaments with Mike and met other people. The other couples I met exchanged opinions freely with their mates, a contrast with my marriage I couldn’t help noticing. For the first time, I began to see a different way of living. Then one day, a mailbox full of letters at our Palm Springs house ripped apart the ties that bound me.


Once the Las Vegas concerts started, Elvis had rented a home in Palm Springs, a place where he could relax when he wasn’t performing. One weekend when he was out of town, Joanie Esposito (Joe’s wife) and I drove out to Palm Springs to collect the mail and check on the house. When I turned the key in the mailbox, however, what poured out wasn’t bills or junk mail. The mailbox was stuffed full of letters from girls.


Many were for Elvis. Others were for the boys, including Joanie’s husband. All the guys were cheating on their wives. The letter writers gushed about spending time at the house having romantic interludes with the men. One letter to Elvis was signed Lizard Tongue. The graphic image was jarring. I finally held written proof of what I’d always feared. I was deeply hurt, but I was also furious.


I called Elvis and demanded an explanation. He immediately tried to shift the blame to me. Why had I gone to the house? Why was I going through the mail? Was I snooping on him? It was none of my business what was in that f-ing mailbox. When that tactic failed, he resorted to saying the girls were all lying.


This time, though, turning the tables didn’t work. If Elvis was having affairs that were none of my business, then it was none of his business what I was doing. The close friendship that Mike and I had developed turned into an affair.


The affair itself was wrong, of course. Both Mike and I were married, however I rationalized it, and both of us had children. But as a young woman experiencing the exhilaration of being desired again, I fell headlong into the relationship.


Contrary to rumor, though, my involvement with Mike was not the reason I left Elvis. The marriage had been crumbling for years, and when it finally imploded, Mike Stone was just one catalyst. The other was Lisa Marie.


When I’d first learned I was pregnant with Lisa, I’d been stunned. Elvis and I had only been married a few weeks. Until we married, I had stayed home at Graceland for four years as his girlfriend while Elvis led a glamorous life in Hollywood. Our wedding had meant I could finally come out in the open. I could now travel with Elvis, attend public events, and claim him as my own in the eyes of the world. I was so excited. But when I got pregnant on my wedding night, those dreams fell apart. Neither Elvis nor I was ready for a child. He worried about what fatherhood would do to his career. His fans were still adjusting to him being a married man. But his anxiety went beyond his career. He had never been around children and felt unprepared to raise a child.


I, on the other hand, knew exactly what we were getting into. As the oldest of six children, I knew about the diapers, the baby’s constant need for attention, the lack of sleep. There would be no traveling, no romantic interludes for us to focus on each other. For weeks, Elvis and I worried in silence about what was to come. At my lowest point, I even wondered how I’d feel if I had an accident and miscarried. I felt so guilty that I was even having these thoughts.


It was Elvis who finally brought things to a head. He looked at me one day and asked if I wanted to have an abortion. He told me he’d support whatever I wanted. His words were a wake-up call.


The enormity of it hit me head-on, and I began to cry.


I told him, “No! We can’t do that. This is our baby!”


Things changed after that. We were bringing a new life into the world. A new generation. The first time I felt the baby move, it was magical. Fear and dread were replaced by growing excitement and tenderness for our unborn child. When we actually held Lisa Marie in our arms for the first time, we fell hopelessly in love with her. We could not imagine our lives without her.


Loving her, though, didn’t automatically make things easy. Elvis was a typical man of his time, expecting me to do all the physical care of our daughter. Changing a diaper was unthinkable to him, and he was repulsed when she smeared her food or spit up. Keeping her fed and groomed was my job, and I wanted to do it. He loved to hold her, but only when she was scrubbed and clean and clothed in cute little dresses. Complicating things for me was the fact that I now had to accommodate two schedules: Lisa’s and Elvis’s. Lisa’s day started in the early morning and ended in the late evening. In between, she needed constant attention. Elvis still lived like a night owl, going to bed a few hours before Lisa woke up and waking four hours before she went down for the night. Just as Lisa needed me to be there for her during the day, Elvis expected me to be there for him all night. It was exhausting and ultimately impossible.


At first, Lisa and I went with Elvis to Palm Springs on the weekends, in part because of my well-founded fear of giving somebody else a chance to take my place in my absence. The desert house wasn’t a good environment for a child. It was too hot to be outside, and there were no other kids around. At that time, none of the guys had children. It was the same all-male world I was accustomed to. Elvis would stay up until the television stations closed down for the night, and he wanted me to stay up with him, as I always had. I would put Lisa to bed and then watch TV with him. But when our daughter would wake up and start crying, Elvis didn’t want me to go to her. He wanted me to stay with him and watch television. And the problem wasn’t just when we were in Palm Springs. I began to feel like I was living two lives, one tending to my daughter and the other keeping my husband happy. I was serving two masters, torn between being a good mom and being a good wife. Though Elvis loved Lisa deeply, he was accustomed to coming first, to having his needs attended to. He was a generous man, but he was unprepared to share me.


Finally, I got a nanny. I had to because of Elvis’s lifestyle; otherwise, I would never have been able to sleep. But I became jealous of a nanny taking care of my daughter when I should be taking care of her. I felt guilty about having a nanny there when Lisa woke up in the middle of the night and started crying.


Elvis always said, “She’ll take care of it,” meaning the nanny.


And the nanny would take care of it, but for me, it was very painful. Lisa should have had her mother there to comfort her. I felt guilty that I was not being the mother to my child that I should be. I struggled to find a way to make the situation work, but it was painful trying to keep our family together. I felt like a failure as both a mother and a wife.


Eventually, I had to choose. I was caught in a perfect storm of loneliness, isolation, jealousy, and guilt. By the time Lisa was four years old, I knew I had to make a decision.


So I realized it was time for me to go. Elvis was stunned. So were the guys. His fans were incredulous. How could I leave the man everyone wanted? But I realized that the situation would never change. I could never have a life of my own in the velvet cocoon I lived in.


I wanted our family to change as little as possible once I left. I knew my departure would be hard on Grandma Minnie Mae, Elvis’s paternal grandmother, who loved me like her own. She was everybody’s grandma, and we all cherished her. Grandma had lived with Elvis for years, even coming to Germany after his mother’s death. Elvis nicknamed her Dodger, and I sometimes called her that, too.


I had always kept Grandma company when Elvis was gone, spending long hours sitting next to her in her arm chair as she talked. She would pick at the side of her hair and stare at the floor as she gradually slipped into a reverie. Grandma would tell me about Elvis’s parents, Gladys and Vernon, when they were young and when Elvis was growing up. She would also talk about her ex-husband and what a philanderer he was, constantly cheating on her. He had treated her badly and rarely come home. She had no idea that Elvis cheated on me, too, for Elvis kept that from her, and I loved her too much to put my worries on her. She was deeply grateful to Elvis for making sure she was well taken care of at Graceland. I could sense her feelings as she would talk about the past and about how Elvis never left her. She would listen to my stories, too. Grandma was one of the few women I got to talk to. When we weren’t talking, we’d watch old movies and soap operas together. She loved her soaps. Her favorite was As the World Turns. She would have been so proud to see me on Dallas.


Telling Grandma I was leaving Elvis was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.


I sat down next to her and said, “Grandma, I have something to tell you. I’m leaving. I’m leaving Elvis.”


“What?! What did you say? But you two young’uns love each other so much,” she protested. She twisted her hair in anguish.


“I will always love Elvis, Grandma, always love him, but I have to leave. It’s time for me to go.”


She absorbed this information in silence.


Then she took my hand and began to rub it. “When are you leaving? And why are you leaving?”


“It’s time to go, Grandma. I can’t take what I see anymore. It’s time.”


“I understand, young’un.” And I believe she did. “Am I going to see you?”


“Yes, I’ll be back. I’ll see you. I promise.”


“Oh, this is...” and her voice trailed off. Still clinging to my hand, she said, “When will you be back?”


“I’ll always let you know. I’m going to call you, too.”


Finally, she said, “Okay. You call me.”


And I did. When Elvis went on the road, and I knew she was on her own, I would call her and talk like in the old days. I would ask her how she was doing and how she was passing the time. In the years that followed, whenever I could, I would go to Graceland and visit with her. Four or five times a year, we’d talk and watch old movies together. I did that until she passed. You don’t just marry a person; you marry a family. I remained married to Elvis’s family. Lisa Marie and I were Presleys. That never changed.


As difficult as it was, I never regretted my decision to leave Elvis. But I never ceased to mourn it.













CHAPTER 2



Holding On


And I guess I never told you...


You were always on my mind.




THE FIRST FEW MONTHS WERE ROUGH. ANGRY AND humiliated, Elvis fixated on Mike Stone. Elvis thought I was leaving because of Mike. It was easier to blame another man than to face the truth. I didn’t leave because of Mike Stone. And I didn’t leave because Elvis had forced himself on me when he found out about Mike. He had not. Elvis had felt emasculated. He’d needed to prove to himself and to me that he could make love “like a real man,” the way he imagined a karate master doing it. Elvis made love to me forcefully, not forcibly. His usual tenderness and consideration for me were missing. It was emotionally hurtful, and it left me with an unhappy memory of my last experience of sexual intimacy with Elvis. But it was not the reason I left.


Elvis found the thought of me with another man unbearable. In the weeks after my departure, he told the guys that Mike had to die. He even asked Joe to find a hit man. Joe warned me to be careful. When I offered to bring Lisa to Vegas for one of Elvis’s shows, Joe advised against it. Seeing me might set Elvis off. Over time, and with a lot of persuasion from his father and the guys, Elvis gradually calmed down and gave up the idea of killing Mike, thank God. Once, in anguish, he even asked me if it had been his fault, if he had been “too blind” to see what he had. Though he said little, I think Elvis pondered the loss of our marriage long and deeply. I still have one of his favorite books of philosophy in which he printed in the margin, “Through loss of love, you sometimes only realize the gift you were given.” Elvis had never had someone leave him before. It must have been gut-wrenching for such a proud man to look his own failures in the eye.


Elvis was the one who told his father when I left. Vernon understood because he was with Elvis all the time. He was there when Elvis was with other girls in Vegas. Vernon never blamed me or made it hard for me. I had a close relationship with him. That never changed.


I stayed in touch with Colonel Tom Parker, too. When he got a home in Palm Springs, I’d go to visit him. And he would call and check on me to see how I was doing.


I’d say, “I’m doing well. Thank you, Colonel.”


“Well, you need anything, you know who to call.”


I also stayed in touch with some of the guys, especially Joe, and several of the wives. Joanie and I remained close, and Elvis’s double first cousin Patsy Presley and I remained best friends. I had known her since I was a teenager.


We all knew Elvis needed another woman, and it was the guys’ job to find her. Five months after I left, the boys invited Miss Tennessee to one of Elvis’s movie nights at the Memphian Theater. Her name was Linda Thompson, and she was beautiful. Elvis was at his most charming, and Linda reportedly fell for him instantly. Things got easier for everyone, including me, once Elvis and Linda began a relationship. Surprisingly, I wasn’t jealous. When I left the marriage, I had left the crushing burden of fear and jealousy behind. I could finally breathe, and with my newfound freedom, I gained perspective. I knew Elvis needed a good woman to take care of him, and I liked Linda. The wives told me she was a good person who seemed to really care about Elvis. Having a beautiful woman of his own on his arm soothed Elvis’s ego and helped heal his heart. It also lessened my burden of worry about him.


When I first left, I didn’t really know where I was going. My only homes, or at least houses, were shared with Elvis. Mike Stone suggested I look in Marina del Rey, a small waterfront community west of LA. I had never been there, so I drove over to take a look and loved it immediately. It was charming. There was a small harbor with boats docked there, and I could smell the ocean just yards away. I rented a pretty little apartment tucked into an alcove of the harbor. I wasn’t looking for a permanent home yet; I was still figuring out what I was going to do. My sister, Michelle, moved in with Lisa and me to help us get settled. I felt safe there, and it would do as my temporary refuge.


Mike did not move in with me. In the beginning, especially, we were both cautious about him having contact with Lisa. We didn’t know where the relationship was going, and I didn’t want Lisa hurt. Mike usually came when Lisa was gone, occasionally making short visits with both of us to get to know her. We kept things platonic when she was around. I was very concerned about her well-being and tried to protect her emotionally as much as possible. I didn’t want to add to the physical and emotional upheaval she was already going through. Lisa was almost five years old by then, old enough to be observant but too young to understand the complicated relationships I was negotiating. She knew Mike only as Mommy’s friend. She called him Mikey.


Elvis and I gradually began talking again. We had always made Lisa’s birthdays a big event, so as her fifth birthday approached, we agreed I would bring her to Vegas at the end of January to celebrate with both of us. Since he was doing a concert series there, the party was in Elvis’s suite at the Las Vegas Hilton. I dressed Lisa and myself in matching mother-daughter outfits that my friend Olivia Bis had made for us. The dirndl-style dresses laced up the front and were made of a blue and red paisley print. They were pretty and unique, appropriate for both a woman and a young child. As always at Lisa’s parties, the room was filled with balloons and food and over-the-top gifts from Elvis. We made our best effort to be festive and show Lisa Marie that nothing had changed in the family. After the party, we went to Elvis’s eight o’clock performance.


That show was Lisa’s first experience of seeing the frenzy surrounding her daddy. She had heard her father play and sing sometimes at home, but she had only the vaguest idea of what he did and no idea of the hysteria he inspired. The show was sold out as usual, the hotel lobby filled with the Elvis souvenirs the Colonel always provided in abundance. The venue was packed with excited fans, and there was a murmur as the guys escorted us to our seats. A few people noticed us, looking at us and whispering, but everyone was polite. No one approached us. The guys sat around us, constantly monitoring our safety. We were about eight rows back. The first rows were filled with pretty girls, strategically placed next to the stage to scream and swoon when Elvis started to sing. Elvis knew how to work a crowd, to bend down and murmur sultrily or plant a kiss on a girl in the front row.


Lisa was sitting on my lap, being quiet as I had asked her to, when the lights came up onstage, and the theme from 2001: A Space Odyssey blasted out. Her eyes grew big as she saw her daddy, resplendent in his bejeweled costume, commanding the stage. She was rapt as he began to sing, and she looked at me occasionally with wonder. She became very excited when Elvis greeted her in the audience and everyone applauded. When the crowd screamed and cheered, she cheered with them. When they stood up, she stood up. Sometimes she looked around at the crowd, taking it all in. I could see the realization dawning that Elvis wasn’t just Daddy; he was someone very special.


A couple of numbers before the show ended, Joe ushered Lisa and me out the back way, through the kitchen, and backstage to the dressing rooms. We heard the loudspeaker announcement that became iconic over the years: “Elvis has left the building.” There was a long wait while Elvis showered and changed; then he came out and hugged me, picking up the sleepy little girl in my arms. That was the night Lisa Marie discovered that her father was the King. It was also the night she began to realize she was the little princess. Before, she had just been Lisa. Now she was Elvis Presley’s daughter. It was an identity that both enabled and haunted her for the rest of her life.


Over the next eight months, as our attorneys argued about the terms of the divorce, Elvis and I reached an agreement ourselves. We worked out a financial settlement and, most importantly, a plan to share custody of Lisa. We were prepared to move forward.


On October 9, 1973, eighteen months after I’d left Elvis, we met at the Santa Monica Courthouse for the divorce proceedings. Michelle came with me, and Elvis was accompanied by Joe and Vernon. I was stunned when I saw Elvis. His weight had ballooned, and he was bloated and sweating. He hardly looked like himself anymore. As we sat in the judge’s chambers, listening to him read the decree, Elvis and I held hands. I ran my fingers over his. They were so swollen that they felt like a stranger’s hand.


I whispered to him, “Sattnin’, is him all right? Is her [meaning Linda] taking good care of him? Making sure him eats and staying with him until him falls asleep?”


The judge was puzzled. He paused at one point and asked us if we were sure we wanted a divorce. We assured him we did. A wave of pain and nostalgia washed over me. I listened to the judge pronounce us divorced and then walked out into the sunshine, still holding hands with the man I loved. Who, I had no doubt, still loved me. We embraced and kissed each other on the cheek. I gave him a little wave as he got into the car, and he winked at me. Our life together had ended legally, but it had ended gently.


I remained in the apartment in Marina del Rey until the divorce was final. Once that was settled, I began to look for a place near the home Elvis and I had once shared in Holmby Hills, a neighborhood in LA. I found a beautiful house on a one-acre estate in Beverly Hills. It was built in 1951 and had a secluded feel to it. There was a pool and tennis court and beautiful foliage, with plenty of walkways and hiding places for Lisa to play in, and a patio area where Lisa and I could entertain. There was a fence around the property and a high gate for safety. The house itself was lined with large windows that brought the outside in, and it had high, beamed ceilings. It was beautiful, and I set about decorating it with enthusiasm. It was the first place that felt like home after I left Elvis. I ended up living there for forty-seven years. I raised my children there, and eventually, it became Nona’s house, the place where my grandchildren came.


Most important at the time, my new home was close to Elvis’s house. I wanted to be nearby in case Elvis ever needed me, and I wanted to keep the family together as much as I could. That was important for all of us. I didn’t want the family to be physically separated any more than necessary. Elvis and I were still connected, very concerned about each other. It had been an unusual marriage. It was an unusual divorce. As I’d told Grandma when I left, the love was still there. If anything, the relationship was better because we were now free. The barriers that once stood between us were gone.


I took responsibility for ensuring that Elvis saw our daughter. I was the one who said, “Lisa can come. Okay? When I’m making arrangements, I’ll make sure that Lisa sees you.” He greatly appreciated that.


I wanted Lisa to be there when Elvis came back from his tours or from Graceland. I wanted him to have the security of knowing she was there whenever he wanted to see her. If Lisa wanted to visit her dad after school, I’d drop her off. If I couldn’t take her, my housekeeper would. One way or another, I made sure she saw her daddy.


Elvis would tell me if it was a good time for her to visit, for he was moving around a lot on tour. If he was only going to be someplace for two or three days, we would postpone the visit. It all depended on his schedule. If he was in Vegas or at Graceland for two weeks, we’d work something out. We took turns having her for Christmas, and if there was an Easter or summer break, she’d be with him for extended periods. He spent most of his long breaks at Graceland. One of the guys would fly to LA and get Lisa and then bring her back. They were all friends that she was comfortable with and Elvis trusted. It was a great arrangement.


It worked well in almost every respect. But there was one glaring problem. Even when in physical proximity, Mommy and Daddy lived in different worlds. At Mommy’s house, things were calm and structured. In Daddy’s world, the King reigned. Elvis still spent his days with the guys, still ate breakfast late in the afternoon, still went to bed at two or three in the morning or later. It would never occur to him to change his habits just because his daughter was there. It never did. At Daddy’s house, she could play all day with her friends and with all the toys at Graceland. Elvis got Lisa her own golf cart so that she could roar around the grounds. She raced over the lawns and plants. Lisa was never one to stay within the lines. She would wander into the kitchen if she got hungry and insist that the cook provide her with her favorite foods. One time, she demanded an entire chocolate cake. When the cook resisted her nutritional choices, Lisa would say, “I’ll tell my daddy, and he’ll fire you!”


If the nanny tried to impose a schedule, Lisa would threaten to have the nanny fired, too. She was a little terror. Elvis didn’t follow up on her threats to fire the staff; he apparently thought it was cute.


Lisa went to bed when she wanted to, often when Elvis did. If he and the guys were busy, she’d stay up. There was an endless succession of expensive gifts. Elvis even bought her a tiny mink coat and a diamond ring. I would call every night while Lisa was there, just to make sure everything was all right. If Elvis came on the phone, I’d ask if Lisa had eaten dinner or taken her bath or been put to bed. He would assure me she had. Often, Grandma’s daughter Delta would call me back well after midnight to tell me Lisa hadn’t eaten dinner, was refusing to take a bath, and hadn’t been put to bed. It was funny but exasperating.


When I confronted Elvis about the situation, emphasizing the importance of giving our daughter guidelines and values, he replied, “The hell with values. Let the kid have fun.”


It was an exaggerated version of the permissive divorced-dad syndrome, supersized because he was Elvis Presley. From a child’s point of view, his indulgence was unconditional love. I saw it differently. I thought it was a recipe for disaster. As an adult, Lisa often used the word “tyrant” in interviews when describing herself as a child at Graceland, contrasting her freedom at her father’s house with the rules of conduct at her mother’s house. The good-cop/bad-cop contrast in the way Elvis and I parented Lisa affected my relationship with my daughter. As much as my daughter loved me, I could never compete with her daddy. She adored him. And in Elvis’s defense, he adored her, too. He saw nothing wrong with the freedom he gave her.


Elvis always needed a support system, and fortunately, he still had that in his entourage. He had grown very concerned about his personal safety by then, particularly in Vegas. If there was a rumor about a possible threat or any odd behavior in the crowd at a concert, Joe and the guys took care of it. And they remained his social circle, there to horse around with, to joke with, to keep him company.


I was his go-to when there were problems with the guys. If he got upset with one of them, he’d tell me. He called to tell me he’d fired Marty Lacker, saying, “That damn m*****f****r! You know what he did?” Blah, blah, blah. A lot of curse words. He would let it all out, raging. Sometimes he’d go on for over an hour.


I’d say hardly anything, just mumbling, “Oh! Uh-huh. Hmmm.”


If I started talking, he’d say, “Listen to me!”


Other times, he would make a call from his car phone, just checking in.


I’d say, “How are you doing?”


“Just driving around. How’s it going? What are you doing?”


“Is everything okay?”


“Yeah.”


He’d let me know what was going on or talk about some argument he’d had with his dad or one of the guys. Sometimes, he would be upset with Dee, Vernon’s wife. Their marriage was on the rocks. Family things.


I never really knew when he was going to call. It happened at all hours. He’d usually take the moment when his girlfriend was out. If she was there, he’d use the phone in his bathroom or dressing room while she was in the other room. After Mike and I broke up, I would take the call in another room if I was with someone when the phone rang. I never acknowledged that the caller was Elvis if I was with another man. Talk about ruining the mood! Elvis never asked if I had a boyfriend, and I never discussed my boyfriends with him. Conversely, I never discussed Elvis with anyone I was dating. I didn’t date a lot of men, and I didn’t listen to Elvis’s music when I did. It would have been unwise and unkind. And contrary to some tell-all interviews, he never called when I was making love to someone!


Elvis sometimes came over when he was in LA. He’d be out driving around with one of the guys, usually Joe, and decide to stop by unannounced. He never had a plan. It was always pretty much at the moment. A bell outside by my gate let me know he was coming. He usually came in the evenings or late in the day because he never got up early. When he’d come through the door, he would give me a kiss or a hug. Then he’d sit and talk for a while. He always sat with his legs crossed, jiggling his foot constantly. Elvis could never sit still. I thought it was cute. One time, my mother was there, and they talked for a while. If Lisa was there, I’d sit near him so that she could sit on our laps together. He usually had one of the guys with him. Every now and then, he came alone, but usually, there was someone with him.


It was good. I liked our relationship. It was actually a better relationship because there was no pressure. Everything was out in the open. He didn’t have to hide things anymore.


I would ask, “Are you still dating Linda?”


“Yeah, I’m still dating her.”


“Is she treating you well?”


“Yeah.”


I understood that Elvis had to have a woman. Starting with his mother, he’d had a woman by his side since birth. He did not want to be alone. Once he became famous, it was important to his image to be seen with a beautiful woman. When Linda Thompson left him four years after I had, he was desperate. She had been his first serious relationship after me, and now she had left, too.


As always, the guys were on the lookout for a replacement woman for Elvis. One of them told him, “There’s this girl that just won queen of something in Memphis. You want me to bring her over?”


Her name was Ginger Alden. They picked her out, introduced her to Elvis, and that was it. It was a done deal. She was a very pretty young woman. Was she in love with him? Nobody close to Elvis thought so. She was only twenty years old, too young to cope with Elvis’s complex needs, and she already had a boyfriend. However, her mother, I was told, was intent on Ginger’s being with Elvis. He was a big prize. Ginger didn’t want to see Elvis on the weekends, because she wanted to be with her boyfriend, so she was constantly making up excuses to stay home. She didn’t want to be on tour with him, either. I didn’t know Ginger well, so I can’t speak from experience. I am told she gives a very different account of her relationship with Elvis, and I have no way of knowing which version is accurate. But I heard about her constantly from the guys and their wives. They did not think it was a good relationship. Their reports worried me, because I was concerned about whether or not Elvis was being taken care of. I became even more concerned when it was rumored they were engaged. I feared that their marriage, if it were ever to happen, would have disaster written all over it.


Elvis continued to be affectionate with me. He still called me Sattnin’, his nickname for his mother. It came from the word fattening, referring to the fact that Gladys was plump. It was a term of affection, and it clearly didn’t apply to me literally. I was thin. But it was Elvis’s way of telling me how much he loved me, as he’d loved his mother.


It was endearing. And he continued to talk baby talk with me. It was his love language. He called me “him’s girl.”


He’d tell me, “Him misses him’s girl.”


I would reply that her missed him, too.


Other times, he’d call me Yittle, meaning “little,” “little her.” “Where’s Yittle? Yittle, come here.”


Or Nungin’. Nungin’ was “young’un.” He still used my pet names.


Then one Christmas, as he was leaving my house, he kissed me on the forehead and looked at me. There was a moment, and then he said, “Someday. Maybe someday.”


Him and her. Maybe someday.
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