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       What is a poet? A poet is an unhappy being whose heart is torn by secret sufferings, but whose lips are so strangely formed
         that when the sighs and the cries escape them, they sound like beautiful music … And men crowd about the poet and say to him:
         “Sing for us soon again”; that is as much as to say: “May new sufferings torment your soul.”
      

      —Kierkegaard, Either / Or

      Just because you asked for your contract back, there’s no reason why you should get it. We don’t do business that way. I don’t
         know who has been putting these ideas into your head or where you’re getting them from. They don’t sound like Sinatra … I had an operation, it took a lot out of me, I’ve had family difficulties
         of which you’re well aware. But nothing has hurt me as much as the wire I received from you. Don’t friendship and sincerity
         mean anything to you? Or is it that, when you make up your mind to do something, that’s the way it has to be? I’m telling
         you, I’ve seen it happen and so have you. If this is the attitude you want to adopt, it’s got to hit you— you just can’t get away with it; life itself won’t permit it [italics mine]. Love, Manie.
      

      —August 1945 letter to Sinatra from his close friend Emanuel Sacks, manager of popular repertoire at Columbia Records

      There is no excellent beauty that hath not some strangeness in the proportion.

      —Francis Bacon
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Act One

      FRANKIE
 AND
 DOLLY

      
      The only two people I’ve ever been afraid
 of are my mother and Tommy Dorsey. 
—Frank Sinatra
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      The child is the father to the man: a beautifully formed mouth, an avid blue-eyed gaze. Undated photo of Frank at about six
         months.
      

      
      A raw December Sunday afternoon in 1915, a day more like the old century than the new among the wood-frame tenements and horse-shit-flecked cobblestones of Hoboken’s Little Italy, a.k.a. Guinea Town. The air smells of coal smoke and imminent snow.
         The kitchen of the cold-water flat on Monroe Street is full of women, all gathered around a table, all shouting at once.
         On the table lies a copper-haired girl, just nineteen, hugely pregnant. She moans hoarsely: the labor has stalled. The midwife
         wipes the poor girl’s brow and 
motions with her other hand. A doctor is sent for. Ten long minutes later he arrives, removes his overcoat, and with a stern
         look around the room—he is the lone male present—opens his black bag. From the shining metallic array inside he removes his
         dreaded obstetric forceps, a medieval-looking instrument, and grips the baby with it, pulling hard from the mother’s womb,
         in the violent process fearfully tearing the left side of the child’s face and neck, as well as its left ear.
      

      
      The doctor cuts the cord and lays the infant—a boy, huge and blue and bleeding from his wounds, and apparently dead—by the
         kitchen sink, quickly shifting his efforts to saving the nearly unconscious mother’s life. The women lean in, mopping the
         mother’s pallid face, shouting advice in Italian. One at the back of the scrum—perhaps the mother’s mother, perhaps someone
         else—looks at the inert baby and takes pity. She picks it up, runs some ice-cold water from the sink over it, and slaps its
         back. It starts, snuffles, and begins to howl.
      

      
      Mother and child both survived, but neither ever forgot the brutality of that December day. Frank Sinatra bore the scars of
         his birth, both physical and psychological, to the end of his years. A bear-rug-cherubic baby picture shot a few weeks after
         he was born was purposely taken from his right side, since the wounds on the left side of his face and neck were still angry-looking. Throughout Sinatra’s vastly documented life, he would rarely—especially if he had anything to do with it—be photographed
         from his left. One scar, hard to disguise (though frequently airbrushed), ran diagonally from the lower-left corner of his
         mouth to his jawline. His ear on that side had a bifurcated lobe—the classic cauliflower—but that was the least of it: the
         delicate ridges and planes of his left outer ear were mashed, giving the appearance, in early pictures, of an apricot run
         over by a steamroller. The only connection between the sonic world and the external auditory meatus—the ear hole—was a vertical
         slit. Later plastic surgery would correct the problem to some extent.
      

      
      That wasn’t all. In childhood, a mastoid operation would leave a thick ridge of scar tissue on his neck behind the ear’s base.
         A severe 
case of cystic acne in adolescence compounded his sense of disfigurement: as an adult, he would apply Max Factor pancake makeup
         to his face and neck every morning and again after each of the several showers he took daily.
      

      
      Sinatra later told his daughter Nancy that when he was eleven, after some playmates began to call him “Scarface,” he went
         to the house of the physician who had delivered him, determined to give the good doctor a good beating. Fortunately, the doctor
         wasn’t home. Even when he was in his early forties, on top of the world and in the midst of an artistic outpouring unparalleled
         in the history of popular music, the birth trauma—and his mother—were very much on Sinatra’s mind. Once, in a moment of extraordinary
         emotional nakedness, the singer opened up very briefly to a lover. “They weren’t thinking about me,” he said bitterly. “They
         were just thinking about my mother. They just kind of ripped me out and tossed me aside.”
      

      
      He was talking to Peggy Connelly, a young singer whom he met in 1955 and who, for almost three years at the apex of his career,
         would be as close to him as it was possible for anyone to be. The scene was Madrid, in the spring of 1956: Sinatra was in
         Spain shooting a movie he had little taste for. One night in a small nightclub, as he and the twenty-four-year-old Connelly
         sat in the dark at the edge of the dance floor, she caressed his left cheek, but when her fingertips touched his ear, he flinched.
         She asked him what was wrong, and he admitted he was sensitive about his deformity.
      

      
      “I really don’t think I had ever noticed it, truly,” Connelly said many years later. “This was early on in our relationship.”
         Sinatra then went on to spill out the whole story of his birth: his great weight (thirteen and a half pounds), the ripping
         forceps, the way he’d essentially been left for dead. “There was no outburst of emotion,” Connelly recalled. “There was [instead]
         an obvious lingering bitterness about what he felt had been a stupid neglect of his infant self to concentrate only on [his]
         mother, intimating that he was sort of ‘ripped from her entrails’ and tossed aside; otherwise his torn ear might have been
         tended to.”
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      In the years immediately following the harrowing birth of her only child, Dolly Sinatra seems to have compensated in her own
         way: she became a midwife and sometime abortionist. For the latter activity she got a nickname (“Hatpin Dolly”) and a criminal
         record. And while she sometimes refused to accept payment for terminating pregnancies, she could afford the generosity: her
         legitimate business of midwifery, at $50 per procedure, a substantial sum at the time, helped support her family in handsome
         fashion. Strikingly, two of her arrests, one in late 1937 and one in February 1939 (just three weeks after her son’s wedding),
         neatly bracketed Frank Sinatra’s own two arrests, in November and December 1938, for the then-criminal offenses of (in the
         first case) seduction and (in the second) adultery. Also remarkable is that all these Sinatra arrests were sex related—and
         that none of them would have occurred today.
      

      
      What was happening in this family? To begin to answer the question, we have to cast ourselves back into the knockabout Italian
         streets of Hoboken in the 1920s and 1930s—and into the thoroughly unpsychological household of Dolly and Marty Sinatra. But
         while it’s easy to wonder what effect growing up in such a household could have had on an exquisitely sensitive genius (which
         Frank Sinatra indisputably was), we must also remember that he was cut from the same cloth as his parents—especially his mother,
         a woman he seems to have hated and loved, avoided and sought out, in equal measures, throughout his life; a woman whose personality
         was uncomfortably similar to his own.
      

      
      The first mystery is what brought two such disparate characters as Natalina Garaventa and Anthony Martin Sinatra together
         in the first place. Dolly (she acquired the nickname as a little girl, for being so pretty) was, even as a very young woman,
         loud, relentlessly foulmouthed, brilliant (she had a natural facility for languages), and toweringly ambitious. So—to what
         kind of star did she imagine she was hitching her wagon when she went after (for she must have been the aggressor in the relationship)
         Marty Sinatra?
      

      
      For he was a lug: a sweet lug, maybe, but a lug nevertheless. Short, 
with an obstinate-looking underbite and an early-receding hairline. A fair bantamweight prizefighter (he billed himself
         as Marty O’Brien, because of the anti-Italian prejudice of the times), frequently unemployed, who sometimes moonlighted as
         a chauffeur to make ends meet. A little man who had his arms covered in tattoos to try to look tough. Asthmatic; illiterate
         all his life. And exceedingly stingy with words. In his sixties, Frank Sinatra recalled listening to his parents through the
         bedroom wall. “Sometimes I’d be lying awake in the dark and I’d hear them talking,” he said. “Or rather, I’d hear her talking
         and him listening. Mostly it was politics or some worthless neighbor. I remember her ranting about how Sacco and Vanzetti
         were framed. Because they were Italians. Which was probably true. All I’d hear from my father was like a grunt … He’d just
         say, Eh. Eh.”
      

      
      It’s difficult to extract much personality from the few stories told about the elder Sinatra. He seems to have had a wry and
         quiet sense of humor, and photographs of him as a young man appear to bear this out—it’s a sweet, though dim, face. Nancy
         Sinatra, in Frank Sinatra, My Father, tries to paint her grandfather as a lovable practical joker: There was the time Marty gave a pal a laxative and spread glue
         on the outhouse toilet seat. And then there was Marty’s revenge on a deadbeat barkeep who tried to pay off a debt to him with
         a sick horse instead of cash: her grandfather, Nancy says, walked the horse to the saloon in the middle of the night and shot
         it dead in the doorway, leaving the carcass as a discouragement to business.
      

      
      Rough humor! The joke has a Sicilian tinge to it, and Sicily is where Marty came from, in 1903, aged nine, when he landed
         at Ellis Island with his mother and two little sisters to join his father, Francesco Sinatra, who—in the common practice of
         the day—had arrived in America three years earlier to establish himself.
      

      
      Dolly Garaventa’s people were from the north of Italy, near Genoa. And the ancient, deeply held social prejudice on the part
         of northern Italians toward southerners makes it doubly difficult to imagine what was on her mind when, at sixteen, she set
         her cap for the 
eighteen-year-old Marty. Was it irresistible attraction? Or adolescent rebellion—the chance to stick it to her parents,
         the lure of the bad boy? It’s said that little Dolly (she was under five feet, and just ninety pounds) used to disguise herself
         as a boy to sneak into Marty’s prize-fights, her strawberry blond hair stuffed into a newsboy cap, a cigar stuck in her mouth:
         a sweet story, with a ring of truth about it, bespeaking her willfulness, her force. And her originality.
      

      
      Against her family’s outcry (and probably at her urging), the two eloped, ages seventeen and nineteen, and were married at
         the Jersey City city hall on Valentine’s Day (a holiday that would loom large at two junctures in Frank Sinatra’s first marriage)
         1913. On the marriage certificate, Marty gave his occupation as athlete. In truth, he only ate regularly because his parents
         owned a grocery store. Soon the couple made it up with her parents, got remarried in the church, and set up housekeeping in
         the cold-water flat at 415 Monroe Street.
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      Every family is a mystery, but some are more mysterious than others. After Dolly and Marty Sinatra’s only child was born,
         theirs was a centrifugal household. Family lore says that the birth rendered Dolly unable to have more children, but it seems
         equally likely she simply decided—she was a decider—she didn’t want to go through that again. Besides, she had many other fish to fry. Her skill with Italian dialects and her fluency in English led her to become
         a facilitator for new immigrants who had court business, such as trying to get citizenship papers. Her appearances in court
         brought her to the attention of local Democratic politicians—the Irish bosses of Hoboken—who, impressed by the force of her
         personality and her connection with the community, saw in her a natural ward leader. Soon she was getting out votes, petitioning
         city hall (as part of a demonstration for suffrage in 1919, she chained herself to the building’s fence), campaigning for
         candidates, collecting favors. All the while roaming the streets of Hoboken with her black midwife’s bag.
      

      

      
      It all meant she simply wasn’t at home very much. In any case, home wasn’t the place for Dolly: she was out, not in; she had the politician’s temperament—restless, energetic, unreflective. And she had unique ideas about child rearing.
         Of course, to present-day sensibilities filled with the art and science of what we now call parenting, child rearing in the
         early twentieth century has a distinctly primitive look to it. Poor and lower-middle-class families were large, and with
         the parents either working or simply exhausted, the older children—or the streets—frequently raised the young.
      

      
      Neither was an option for Frank Sinatra. As an only child in Hoboken in the 1920s and 1930s, he was an anomaly. His mother
         paid him both too much attention and too little. Having wanted a girl, she dressed him in pink baby clothes. Once he was walking,
         there were Little Lord Fauntleroy outfits.
      

      
      He was the apple of his parents’ eye and their ball and chain. Dolly had babies or votes to deliver; Marty had things to do.
         Italian men left the house whether they were employed or not, if only to sit somewhere and sip a beverage with pals. Late
         in the second decade of the twentieth century, Dolly borrowed money from her family, and she and Marty bought a bar, on the
         corner of Jefferson and Fourth, which they called Marty O’Brien’s. While they ran the place, little Frankie was looked after
         by his grandmother or a cousin or, most regularly, a nice Jewish neighbor named Mrs. Golden. She taught him Yiddish.
      

      
      When Dolly was with her son, she alternately coddled him—beautiful clothes continued to be a theme—and abused him. In those
         days it was known as discipline. The child was spirited, and so was the mother. It’s a miracle the child kept his spirit.
         Dolly once pushed her son down a flight of stairs, knocking him unconscious. She playfully ducked his head under the ocean
         waves, terrifying him (remarkably, he became an expert swimmer). And most regularly, she hit him with a stick. It was a small
         bat, actually, something like a policeman’s nightstick: it was kept behind the bar at Marty O’Brien’s.
      

      
      “When I would get out of hand,” Sinatra told Pete Hamill, “she 
would give me a rap with that little club; then she’d hug me to her breast.”
      

      
      “She was a pisser,” he recollected to Shirley MacLaine. “She scared the shit outta me. Never knew what she’d hate that I’d
         do.”
      

      
      If the primary intimacy was up for grabs, so was every subsequent relationship: Sinatra would feel ambivalent about women
         until the end of his days. He would show every lover something of what Dolly had shown him.
      

      
      It seems straight out of a textbook: an only child, both spoiled and neglected, praised to the skies and viciously cut down
         when he fails to please, grows up suffering an infinite neediness, an inability to be alone, and cycles of grandiosity and
         bottomless depression.
      

      
      “I think my dad desperately wanted to do the best he could for the people he loved,” Tina Sinatra writes, “but ultimately
         he would do what he needed to do for himself. (In that, he was his mother’s son.)”
      

      
      Yet that doesn’t quite tell the whole story. Yes, Frank Sinatra was born with a character (inevitably) similar to Dolly’s,
         but nature is only half the equation. Frank Sinatra did what he needed to do for himself because he had learned from earliest
         childhood to trust no one—even the one in whom he should have been able to place ultimate trust.
      

      
      And then there is the larger environment in which Sinatra grew up, those knockabout streets of Hoboken during Prohibition
         and the Depression.
      

      
      By some accounts, the Square Mile City was a pretty mobbed-up place in those days. Some say even Marty O’Brien’s little tavern
         was a hotbed of crime. We hear about big Mob names like Meyer Lansky and Bugsy Siegel and Joe Adonis and Johnny Torrio and
         the Fischetti brothers and Longy Zwillman and Willie Moretti and Dutch Schultz and Frank Costello and—of course—Lucky Luciano,
         who, as fate would have it, was born in the same Sicilian village as Frank Sinatra’s grandfather, Lercara Friddi.
      

      
      What business could all these big cheeses of organized crime possibly have had with the small-time Sinatras of Hoboken? It
         all had to 
do (we’re told) with liquor. The Mob made millions from rum-running; Dolly and Marty Sinatra bought illegal booze from their
         lieutenants, or the lieutenants’ lieutenants. Poor Marty, it seems, once got hit, knocked unconscious, when he tried to make
         some pin money riding shotgun for a liquor shipment. The big-time bootlegger Waxey Gordon (identified in Nancy Sinatra’s
         book as “Sicilian-born,” which must mean a very odd neighborhood in Sicily, for he was born Irving Wexler) was said to be
         a regular at Marty O’Brien’s.
      

      
      Meanwhile, by his own later account, little Frankie also hung out at the bar, doing his homework and, now and then at the
         urging of the clientele, climbing up on top of the player piano to sing a song of the day for nickels and quarters: Honest and truly, I’m in love with you …

      
      It appears that Dolly’s brothers Dominick and Lawrence were both involved in shady activity. Both had criminal records; Lawrence,
         a welterweight boxer under the name Babe Sieger, dabbled in crime, sort of. “He was a hijacker with Dutch Schultz with the
         whiskey and stuff,” Dolly’s sister’s son recalled, somewhat vaguely. And, of course, Dutch Schultz did business with Lucky
         Luciano, and we can fill in the blanks from there.
      

      
      But to understand the effect of organized crime on the evolving psyche of young Frank, we need look no further than Dolly
         herself—at least if we consider the writings of Mario Puzo.
      

      
      In 1964, Puzo published his second novel, the highly autobiographical The Fortunate Pilgrim. Critics hailed it as a minor classic—much as they had hailed his first book, a World War II novel called The Dark Arena. After those two books, Puzo, unable to make a living from his writing, decided he was tired of creating minor classics. And
         so he wrote The Godfather.

      
      The Fortunate Pilgrim is a beautiful, harrowing story, depicting the travails of an Italian-American family living in Hell’s Kitchen in the depths
         of the Depression. When the father, the family’s breadwinner, has a breakdown and is institutionalized, the mother, Lucia
         Santa Angeluzzi-Corbo, takes matters into her own hands, deciding she will 
not let her six children go hungry or be farmed out to other households. She learns how to earn a living; she holds the family
         together by the sheer force of her will.
      

      
      The book was based on Puzo’s own childhood, and he would later make an amazing admission: he had based the character of Vito
         Corleone, the Godfather, on the very same person who had been the model for Lucia Santa Angeluzzi-Corbo—his own mother.
         Just like Lucia Santa and Don Corleone, Mother Puzo had been benevolent but calculating, slow to anger but quick to decide:
         the ultimate strategist.
      

      
      Like Lucia Santa Angeluzzi-Corbo, Dolly Sinatra managed, by sheer force of will, to make a life for her little family in
         the years leading up to, and into the teeth of, the Depression. It wasn’t easy.
      

      
      She was a politician and a master strategist: endlessly ambitious, fiercely determined, utterly pragmatic. She was also abusive,
         violent, and vengeful. It was quite a different version of the godfather from Mario Puzo’s. But it was a cogent version nonetheless.
         Frank Sinatra 
may have grown up with Fischettis down the street, Dutch Schultz around the corner, Waxey Gordon on the next bar stool at
         Marty O’Brien’s, but he had his own model for a Mafia chief right inside his house. Small wonder that when he eventually met
         the real thing, he felt a shot of recognition, an instant pull. And small wonder that when the real mafiosi met Sinatra, they
         smiled as they shook his hand. It wasn’t just his celebrity; celebrities were a dime a dozen. It was that part of Dolly that
         her son always carried with him: his own inner godfather. He both wanted to be one of them and—in spirit and in part—really
         was.1
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      A heavy hand. “She scared the shit outta me,” Sinatra recollected to Shirley MacLaine. “Never knew what she’d hate that I’d
         do.” Frank and Dolly on a trip to the Catskills, circa 1926.
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      First Communion, 1924.

      
      Even with Dolly’s Napoleonic drive, moving up from Guinea Town was no simple matter. She and Marty endured 415 Monroe Street
         for fourteen years, Frankie, almost twelve. A long time.
      

      
      Toward the end of their tenure there, another joined them.

      
      It was a strange little ménage, the precise sleeping arrangements lost to history: Dolly and Marty in one bed, Frankie in
         another, and somewhere Marty’s cousin from the Old Country, one Vincent Mazzola. In her memoir, Tina Sinatra remembers “Uncle Vincent, a tiny, 
darling man with a severe limp from World War I, where he’d earned a Purple Heart. With no family of his own, he’d lived with
         my grandparents since the late thirties.”
      

      
      In fact, according to a family friend, it was a dozen years earlier, around 1926, when Vincent Mazzola moved into the little
         flat with Dolly and Marty and Frankie. Mazzola’s mysterious nickname was Chit-U. Nobody seems to know what it meant, but
         one wonders if it was in any way related to citrullo, an Italian word for simpleton, or fool. (Or a crude joke—shit-you-pants?) In any event, Chit-U seems not to have had
         much going on upstairs. In all likelihood he was shell-shocked.
      

      
      His arrival at Monroe Street came at a particularly inopportune moment for the family: Marty could no longer box, having broken
         both wrists in the ring,1 and had lost his job as a boilermaker because of his asthma. Between the fees she earned from midwifery and abortion and
         a weekend job dipping chocolates in a candy store, Dolly was holding the Sinatras’ fortunes together. Imagine her delight
         at having to take in a slow-witted cripple.
      

      
      But she pulled up her socks and put Chit-U to work, using her political influence in the Third Ward to get him a job on the
         docks. Every week, he meekly handed his paycheck to her. She also took out a life-insurance policy on the little man, listing
         herself as the beneficiary.
      

      
      And not long after setting Cousin Vincent to work, she got busy with Marty, marching to city hall and calling in some Democratic
         Party chits to demand for her husband a coveted spot in the Hoboken Fire Department. Since the HFD (a) was predominantly Irish
         and (b) required a written test of all applicants, and since Marty Sinatra was (a) Irish in nickname only and (b) illiterate,
         one would imagine his chances to have been slim. But no, to Dolly Sinatra, was an inaudible syllable. Presto, Marty was a fireman! And now, with her husband established in a rock-solid and well-paying (and as a bonus, not excessively labor-intensive) position, and Chit-U’s income from the docks added
         to Marty’s pay and Dolly’s own, escape from Guinea Town was at long last possible.
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      He was a lonely boy, by turns timid and overassertive. He desperately wanted to be “in”—part of a gang or group of any sort.
         Pampered and overprivileged, he used the money Dolly gave him to try to buy friendship with gifts, with treats. Still, as
         in the early Hal Roach Our Gang films in which the prissily dressed stock character of the rich boy is pushed into mud puddles, he was mocked: for his outfits,
         his oddity.
      

      
      And his emotionalism. He would never be one of the cool kids—he was hot, and his anger and laughter and tears came too easily.

      
      Yet this was not the rich boy in Our Gang. The damaged left ear was clearly visible, as was a scar at the top of the philtrum. This was a face to be reckoned with—a
         startling face, not least because of the similarity to what it would become; but also in itself: serene, mischievous, beautiful.
         Late in life Sinatra told a friend that as a child he had heard the music of the spheres.
      

      
      He may have been timid and babyish and spoiled; he may even, as some accounts suggest, have played with dolls as late as age
         twelve. But he seems from early years to have had the strong sense that he was Someone—a sense that would have been encouraged
         by the material things lavished on him, and undercut by the attention that was denied. Not to mention the billy club.
      

      
      Still, if there’s any truth to the idea of victims’ identifying with the oppressor, it can be found in young Frank Sinatra’s
         face. Dolly wanted and expected things: things material and immaterial, possessions and power. She wanted the world. Her son
         may have been uncertain of the ground he walked on where she was concerned, but if there was one thing he was absolutely sure
         of, it was that he had big things coming to him.
      

      
      And in early adolescence (just as his family was beginning to bootstrap itself out of the ghetto) he began to dress the part.
         Frankie had a charge account at the local department store, Geismar’s, and a wardrobe so fabulous that he acquired a new nickname:
         “Slacksey O’Brien.” A lesser boy might have become just a well-tailored layabout, a Hoboken vitellone, but young Frank’s splendor was much more than 
skin-deep. And his large sense of himself derived not only from his identification with Dolly’s voracious sense of entitlement
         but also from the Secret he entertained, the sounds he heard in his head.
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      In September 1927 the Sinatras made their big move east, from Monroe Street across the super-significant border of Willow
         Avenue and into a three-bedroom apartment, at $65 a month, in a German-Irish neighborhood on the tony-sounding Park Avenue.2 Later in life, Frank Sinatra liked to foster the impression that he’d led a pretty rough-and-tumble boyhood among the street
         gangs of Hoboken. More likely, he spent his early years dodging the gibes and brickbats of the tougher boys of Guinea Town.
         Now, however, he and his family had crossed a crucial line, into their new life in the high-rent district: every morning,
         Marty went off to the firehouse to roll up his sleeves (revealing those impressively tattooed arms) and play pinochle; Dolly
         roamed Hoboken with her black bag; Chit-U limped off to the docks (in his spare time, he limped around the new apartment,
         mopping and dusting); and Frankie, once school was done for the day (thank God—he hated every minute of it), dreamed by the
         radio.
      

      
      It was the centerpiece of any bourgeois or aspiring-bourgeois household in the mid-1920s: the more elaborate and fine-furniture-like, the better. And the Sinatras owned not just one radio but two. For eleven-year-old Frankie had his own bedroom (at
         a time when entire families in Hoboken slept in a single room) and his very own Atwater Kent, an instrument he would later
         recall resembling “a small grand piano.”
      

      
      Radio was just coming into its own as a medium. The linkage of local transmitters by telephone lines had led, in 1926 and
         1927, to the formation of the first two networks, NBC and CBS. Suddenly a wondrous world of faraway news, drama, and sports
         opened up, emanating from the magical cabinet. Alone in his bedroom, young Frankie would have listened hungrily, passionately.
         But to his ears, the most miraculous 
sounds of all were musical: the operatic voices of Lauritz Melchior and Lily Pons and Amelita Galli-Curci; the jazz rhythms
         of the Roger Wolfe Kahn and Ted Fio Rito and Paul Whiteman orchestras.
      

      
      And then there were the crooners.

      
      The recent perfection of the electronic microphone had led to a sea change in the art of popular singing. Music had been recorded
         since the 1870s and broadcast since 1920, but prior to 1924 singers had to project through megaphones or into acoustical microphones
         that provided scarcely greater amplification than cardboard cones. The art of popular singing had therefore been an art of
         projection, and higher voices—female or tenor—simply carried better.
      

      
      Now with the modern microphones came a new generation of baritones, men who leaned in and sang softly, intimately, to millions
         of listeners. There was Gene Austin and Art Gillham and Cliff “Ukulele Ike” Edwards (later the voice of Jiminy Cricket) and
         Rudy Vallée and Russ Columbo. But most startlingly, there was Bing Crosby.
      

      
      Crosby, out of Spokane, Washington, had come up through vaudeville, singing as part of a trio called the Rhythm Boys, first
         with Paul Whiteman, then with the Gus Arnheim Orchestra. But Crosby quickly overshadowed his singing partners—and then even
         the orchestras that accompanied him—by bringing something entirely new to the art of the popular song: himself.
      

      
      Prior to the age of the new microphone, popular singing had been, of necessity, a declamatory art: singers literally had to
         reach the back rows. Crosby’s idol, Al Jolson, electrified the Jazz Age with his overpowering pipes and incandescent theatricality.
         Artifice was an essential part of show business.
      

      
      The new crooners were more laid-back, but equally artificial. Under the old show-business conventions, a certain remove
         from the audience, in the form of “classiness,” as exemplified by heightened diction, was a quality to be cultivated. Bing
         Crosby captured America’s heart as no entertainer had ever done before by removing the remove, by seeming the most common
         of men.
      

      
      
Of course he wasn’t that by a long shot. He was a one-of-a-kind phenomenon, a single figure as transforming of the American
         cultural landscape as Jolson had been, and as Frank Sinatra himself—or Elvis Presley, or Bob Dylan—would be in decades to
         come. Crosby was, first and foremost, a musical genius, a quality that underlay all his other contradictions, which were plentiful.
         He was a Jesuit-educated intellectual and a ne’er-do-well; he was at once lovably warm and unreachably cool. He was, with
         his English-Irish background and ice blue eyes, the whitest of white men and, with his fondness for hard liquor (and, now
         and then, marijuana) and his incomparable talents for melodic and rhythmic improvisation, a great jazz musician to the core
         of his being. As Artie Shaw memorably put it: “The thing you have to understand about Bing Crosby is that he was the first
         hip white person born in the United States.”
      

      
      In other words, Crosby came along (as Elvis would a quarter century later) at precisely the tick of time when the vast white
         music-listening audience of the United States was primed for hipness—as long as it came in white form. As Gary Giddins reminds
         us in his superb biography of Bing, A Pocketful of Dreams, the definition of jazz in the Jazz Age was far looser than it would come to be later: witness the above-mentioned Kahn,
         Fio Rito, and Whiteman orchestras, which were stately and lily-white but agreeably peppy.
      

      
      Meanwhile, truly transformational musicians, both black and white—the likes of Fletcher Henderson, Bix Beiderbecke, Duke Ellington,
         Bubber Miley, Chick Webb, and Benny Goodman—were creating genuine jazz. It was an age of intense cross-fertilization in popular
         music, and an age of great excitement, when anyone who was paying attention could hear new and wonderful things.
      

      
      And Bing Crosby had big ears, literally and figuratively. He heard jazz, and for a few years at the beginning of his career
         he projected something earthshakingly new through the speakers of those Zeniths and Crosleys and Philcos, something that set
         him quite apart from all the other crooners.
      

      
      
First came the voice itself, deep and rich and masculine, though not ostentatiously so. Crosby was also pitch-perfect and
         wonderfully adventurous rhythmically—but again, these are the last things most listeners would have noticed. What was most
         thrilling about Bing Crosby’s voice to radio listeners of the 1920s and 1930s was its warmth and directness: unlike other
         singers, who seemed to be contriving a character as they vocalized, Crosby appeared to be himself, speaking straight to the listener in the most casual possible way. It sounded almost as if he were making up the song on
         the spot.
      

      
      How did he accomplish this? Remarkably, his Jesuit education had much to do with it. Crosby had been born with a gift for
         language and a love for words, qualities that were especially encouraged at Spokane’s Gonzaga High and Gonzaga University.
         Giddins writes: “Bing Crosby is the only major singer in American popular music to enjoy the virtues of a classical education … Classes in elocution, in which he excelled, taught him not only to enunciate a lyric but to analyze its meaning. At Gonzaga
         High, education was idealized in the phrase eloquentia perfecta (perfect eloquence). Students coached in literature were expected to attain rhetorical mastery as well.”
      

      
      Crosby did well in his studies; at the same time, he was a deeply ambivalent student who, lured by popular music’s siren call,
         dropped out of his pre-law course at Gonzaga in his senior year to go on the road—for the rest of his life, as it turned
         out. His intellectual halfheartedness forever saved him from pedantry and lent a sense of playfulness to his verbal theatrics.
      

      
      That he was smart and funny on his own terms raised him above the pack. The popular music of Crosby’s early career was a very
         mixed bag, containing both great standards that would endure the test of time and some of the schmaltziest tunes ever written.
         As Bing approached the peak of his movie success in the 1930s, he would have the power and the good sense to simply command
         his songwriters to leave out the schmaltz. Early on, though, he had to sing plenty of it. This is where his fabled coolness
         stood him in good stead: Crosby possessed the unique 
ability to make a number like “Just One More Chance” (“I’ve learned the meaning of repentance / Now you’re the jury at my
         trial”) work by sounding wholehearted and ever so slightly skeptical at the same time.
      

      
      The effect was electric. To women, he sounded romantic, vulnerable, and faintly mysterious; to men, he conveyed emotions without
         going overboard. He was one of them: a man, not some brilliantined eunuch. And the seeming casualness of his vocal style made every man feel he could sing like Bing.
      

      
      Little Frankie was no exception. But he came by the idea honestly: as it happened, both his parents could also sing. Marty
         had wooed Dolly by serenading her with an old-fashioned number called “You Remind Me of the Girl Who Used to Go to School
         with Me.” For her part, Dolly used to love to gussy herself up on Saturday nights, bounce around to Hoboken’s many political
         meetings, get loaded on beer, and warble “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” over and over and over again. No wonder Frankie got
         up on the piano at the bar.
      

      
      Still, Crosby’s influence on him cannot be underestimated. The period of Bing’s explosion into the American consciousness,
         propelled by radio’s beginnings as a truly mass phenomenon, precisely coincided with Frank Sinatra’s emergence as a sexual
         being. There he was alone in his room, just him and his radio—with that voice coming out of it. (Talk about masculine role models: poor grunting Marty couldn’t have compared well.) Anyone who came of
         age in the early 1960s, hearing Dylan and the Beatles for the first time, can remember the feeling: There you are with your
         hormones aboil, and someone is speaking, really speaking, to you … And if that someone who’s speaking happens to possess genius,
         interesting things percolate in your mind.
      

      
      Even in early adolescence, Frank Sinatra’s mind was an exceedingly interesting one. He was already aware of something that
         set him apart from others his age: an inner riot of constantly flowing emotions, happy to sad to miserable to ecstatic to
         bored, sometimes all within the space of a minute, each shift hanging on the precise character of the daylight, the look of
         the clouds, a sharp sound in the street, the smell 
of the page of a comic book … He might have been ashamed of his inner chaos at times—weren’t these kinds of feelings for girls?—or
         he might’ve been proud. In any case, he kept this part of himself to himself.3

      
      As—for now—he kept secret the thrill he felt at the sound of Crosby’s voice, couched in the certainty that Bing was speaking to him. In fact, in the case of Crosby and Sinatra, genius was speaking to genius—though in Sinatra’s case, the genius was very much
         nascent. Frank Sinatra was a slow bloomer. With his feet rooted firmly in the soil of New Jersey. When a Life magazine writer asked him, in the early 1970s, if he could recall the first time he ever sang in public, Sinatra said, “I think it was at some hotel in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Late 20s … I probably sang ‘Am I Blue?’ and I probably got paid a couple
         of packs of cigarettes and maybe a sandwich.”
      

      
      Which begs the question of those piano-top performances at Marty O’Brien’s, but still—he was singing. Unlike school, this
         was something he could do.
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      In June 1931, he graduated from Hoboken’s David E. Rue Junior High School; around that same time—perhaps as a graduation present—his mother, always looking to boost his popularity, bought him a used Chrysler convertible for $35. That fall, she had reason
         to regret her generosity: after a mere forty-seven days’ attendance at A. J. Demarest High, Frankie either dropped out or,
         as he later claimed—probably in another attempt to bolster his bad-boy credentials—was expelled, “for general rowdiness.”
         He was not quite sixteen.
      

      
      According to some sources, Dolly, who’d dreamed of Frankie’s becoming a doctor or a civil engineer, was furious. “If you think you’re going to be a goddamned loafer, you’re crazy!” she is said to have screamed. According to other accounts, however,
         Dolly was unperturbed (“Her way of thinking,” a niece recalled, “was that Italians didn’t need an education to get a job”),
         even if Marty’s plans for his son 
to attend Stevens Institute had hit a rough patch. In any case, somebody was disappointed.
      

      
      If Frank Sinatra’s boyhood were a movie, a continuing visual theme would have to be Dolly marching around Hoboken, her firm
         jaw set, bent on accomplishing for the powerless males around her what they seemed unable to accomplish for themselves. This
         time she marched straight over to the offices of the Jersey Observer and buttonholed Frankie’s godfather and namesake, the Observer’s circulation manager, Frank Garrick, refusing to leave the premises until she had secured for her son a job bundling newspapers
         on a delivery truck.4

      
      A famous story ensues: Frankie, restless and smart and intellectually ambitious, though also possessing a strong streak of
         intellectual laziness, didn’t like bundling newspapers on a delivery truck. Instead, he got it into his head that he would
         prefer to be a sportswriter. Not become a sportswriter —be a sportswriter. And so one day, after some poor cub reporter on the Observer’s sports desk got himself killed in a car wreck, Dolly ordered her thoroughly unqualified son to march into Garrick’s office
         and demand the job. Not finding Garrick present, Frankie went over to the dead boy’s desk and simply sat down, doing things
         he imagined an actual sportswriter might do: sharpening pencils, filling the glue pot—everything, in short, but writing about
         sports.
      

      
      When the Observer’s editor saw Frankie at the dead kid’s desk, he quite reasonably asked him what he was doing there. Frankie responded that
         Mr. Garrick had given him the job. The editor asked Mr. Garrick if this was the case. Garrick said it was not. The editor
         told Frank Garrick to let Sinatra go. More likely—with what one knows of editors, and the time and the territory—he told him
         to let the lying little son of a bitch go.
      

      
      Garrick regretfully informed his godson that he, Frankie, had put him in an untenable position, and that it would be impossible
         for him, Frankie, to stay in the Observer’s employ.
      

      
      Whereupon Frankie lost it.

      
      Screaming, red faced, veins pounding, he cursed out his godfather, 
dredging up every scrap of gutter talk he’d learned on the sidewalks of Hoboken. A sixteen-year-old high-school dropout
         cursing out a grown man, a figure of benevolence and authority: the man who had given him his name.

      
      “Like Dolly, he resented authority in any guise—especially when he knew he was wrong,” Sinatra’s daughter Tina wrote. “The
         more you yanked him by the neck, the less he liked it, and the more he’d dig in his heels.”
      

      
      The Garrick episode has a whiff of sulfur about it. It speaks of the Old World spirit—the true, violent spirit—of vendetta.
         But even worse: if true—and there’s no reason to suppose it isn’t, since both Garrick and, later, his widow recalled the incident—it
         says not-so-good things about the teenage Sinatra. Does this make him a tougher customer than we’d first suspected?
      

      
      Probably not. For all Sinatra’s claims that he’d run with a rough crowd, carried around a length of lead pipe, and so on—not
         to mention his stories about Marty teaching him to fight—there are too many accounts from Hoboken contemporaries that portray
         him as a natty little weakling who couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag, who tried desperately to bribe bigger, tougher
         boys to be his friends. An old photograph in Nancy Sinatra’s second book about her father, Frank Sinatra: An American Legend, shows Frankie, aged about twelve, looking rather timid as he stands on the sidewalk with his big, expensive bicycle. He’s
         wearing a newsboy cap, beautifully pressed trousers, and a jacket marked “TURKS.” “Frank, sporting the T-shirt of his street
         gang, the Turks,” Ms. S.’s caption reads. “Just like they do today, street gangs protected their territory.”
      

      
      But it turns out the gang wasn’t a gang at all: it was an after-school club called the Turk’s Palace. The Turks had secret
         handshakes, they played a little baseball, they wore flashy orange and black jackets with a half-moon and dagger on the back.5 And Dolly was the one who bought the jackets, thus ensuring that Frank would be the club’s manager and the baseball team’s
         pitcher. Which makes it hard to credit the 
idea that the Fauntleroy of Park Avenue had suddenly turned into a hard guy as he entered adolescence.
      

      
      Instead, what we see is a type: the overaggressive, loud-talking bantamweight who snarls to hide his terrors. Sinatra’s explosion
         shows a ferocious sense of entitlement, built on a foundation of sand. (It also shows a deep fear of his mother, and how she
         might feel about his losing his job.) Frankie had to have known that he was in the wrong, and the resulting self-dislike
         would have stoked his tantrum. He then would have felt furious at himself for losing his temper, and further furious at Frank
         Garrick for making him lose his temper. A nuclear chain reaction.
      

      
      There would be many such exhibitions in Sinatra’s life.

      
      (In later years—perhaps abetted by his publicist George Evans—he liked to let it slip that he had once worked as a sportswriter
         for the Jersey Observer.6 The assertion found its way, unchallenged, into many later accounts of his life. Once he was famous, he found a way to have been a sportswriter.)
      

      
      We are told that after Frankie recounted the Garrick incident to Dolly (no doubt carefully spinning it in his favor), she
         never spoke to the man again. For his part, Sinatra didn’t talk to his godfather for close to five decades. He failed to invite
         Garrick to his first wedding, to the baptisms of any of his children, or to Dolly and Marty’s fiftieth-anniversary party.
      

      
      Then, out of the blue, not long after Dolly died (in 1977), Sinatra phoned Garrick, asking if he could come by to visit. Generously,
         Garrick told him that would be fine. Sinatra didn’t show up.
      

      
      He called several more times, but each time failed to appear.

      
      Finally, in 1982, the sixty-six-year-old Sinatra went to see the eighty-five-year-old Garrick and his wife in their
         three-room apartment in a senior citizens’ building in Hoboken. Not alone—he brought along his secretary, Dorothy Uhlemann,
         and his best friend, Jilly Rizzo, as insulation. Picture the commotion in the tiny apartment as, amid cooking smells and a
         barking television, the tanned and bewigged 
superstar and his retinue enter. Sinatra surprisingly timid at first, Dorothy’s sweetness and Jilly’s gruff bonhomie covering
         the initial awkward silences. Frank then presents the elderly couple with an elaborate fruit basket and an envelope containing
         five $100 bills. Much more is to come, he promises. Finally, all material gestures having been exhausted, Sinatra and Garrick
         embrace, and both men weep. Sinatra tells his godfather he has never gotten in touch because he was scared.
      

      
      But now Dolly Sinatra is in the grave, and it’s safe.

       

   
     
      

      
      3
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      Even then he could wear a hat. Frankie had a charge account at Geismar’s, a Hoboken department store, and a wardrobe so fabulous
         that he acquired a new nickname: “Slacksey O’Brien.” Circa 1929.
      

      
      On the sheer strength of her chutzpah, young Dolly moved her little family ever farther from Guinea Town and toward the plusher
         districts closer to the Hudson. In December 1931, as former business executives stood on breadlines and sold apples, the Sinatras
         (and ever-present Uncle Vincent) relocated again, this time to an honest-to-God four-story house at 841 Garden Street
         (a very nice address), replete with central heating, several bathrooms, a gold birdbath 
at the entrance, a mahogany dining-room set, a baby grand piano, and—like something out of Dinner at Eight— a chaise longue and gold and white French telephone (number: HOboken 3–0985) in the master bedroom.
      

      
      True, Dolly would need to scrape every nickel and dime, not to mention take in boarders, to pay the substantial mortgage (the
         house cost over $13,000, a bloody fortune in those days), but that was part of her master plan. She had already lifted the
         Sinatras out of the lower middle class. And she announced as much in the society pages of the Jersey Observer: “[A] New Year’s Eve party was given at the home of Mr. and Mrs. M. Sinatra of upper Garden Street in honor of their son,
         Frank. Dancing was enjoyed. Vocal selections were given by Miss Marie Roemer and Miss Mary Scott, accompanied by Frank Sinatra.”1

      
      Upper Garden Street.
      

      
      Accompanied by Frank Sinatra.
      

      
      It isn’t so hard to imagine that the musical portion of the festivities had initially been planned for the two young ladies
         alone, and that headstrong Frankie had shoehorned himself in, to Marty’s displeasure and Dolly’s ambivalent approval. That
         she commemorated his participation afterward doubtless had more to do with wanting to wring every possible drop of family
         glory out of the event than with a sudden acceptance of his boyish dream. He was still a dropout and a ne’er-do-well, drawing
         free room and board under the expensive roof of 841 Garden Street.
      

      
      Since there was a depression on and no loafing was countenanced in Dolly’s house, he was put to work. His mother got him jobs
         and he took them—briefly, and with maximum reluctance. He caught hot rivets at the Tietjen and Lang shipyards in Hoboken,
         swinging terrified (he was afraid of heights) on a harness over a four-story shaft. That lasted three days. He unloaded crates
         of books at a Manhattan publisher’s office until the futility of it all got to him—and he wound up back on the Hoboken docks.
         This time, at least, tedium replaced terror. Here was a foretaste of a dropout’s future: In United Fruit’s freighter 
holds, on the night shift and in the dead of winter, Frank removed parts of condenser units, cleaned and replaced them. Over
         and over again. For anyone who’s ever done physical labor for hourly pay, Sisyphus is no myth. Did he gaze across the river
         at the brilliant towers, lit from beneath in Art Deco fashion, dreaming of the justice that would be his when he was rich
         and powerful? Did he hear Bing’s golden voice in his head as he unscrewed and re-screwed the condenser tubes?
      

      
      Of course he did. He was frequently seen, in those days, not only smoking a pipe like his idol but also wearing a white yachting
         cap with gold filigree.2 In addition, according to a female friend of the time, Frankie, in his nonworking hours, dressed in much the same style as,
         and every bit as well as, the college boys at Stevens Institute, up on the hill. (One of the more unpleasant features of manual
         labor, for him, must have been the dirt. Like Dolly, who had Chit-U on tap to mop and dust, Frank was a neat freak.3 One good reason for a large wardrobe was that he always had something clean to wear.)
      

      
      In his mind he was a Personage. He had wheels, he had threads, he had a dream. In his mind, all that business on the docks,
         the drudgery, was just an illusion, like some dingy version of the veil of Maya.
      

      
      He didn’t last long at any of the jobs, but he wasn’t idle. Even if he was only a singer by his own nomination, a singer had
         to sing. It was an era of live music, and Hoboken was full of bands: at school dances, political clubs, taverns. Frankie idolized
         real musicians, sought their company constantly. Sometimes they brushed him off; sometimes they indulged him. He had a way
         of insinuating himself; Dolly helped him out. She could never help spoiling him. He knew instrumentalists were always hungry
         for orchestrations, and so he hit her up for them. A dollar here, a dollar there—soon he had a sheaf of arrangements. And
         if he provided the charts, occasionally the bands were kind enough to let him sing along.4 Just like Rudy Vallée (and like Crosby in his early days), Frankie vocalized through a megaphone, microphones being an expensive
         rarity then. The neighborhood boys used to try to pitch pennies into his mouth through the megaphone—a fat target.
      

      

      
      His pretensions didn’t sit well with a lot of people. Who the hell did he think he was, strutting around Hoboken in fancy
         duds and a yachting cap? (He also used to loll around on the stoop plunking on the ukulele that an uncle had given him.) When
         he brought home musicians to jam, Marty made them play in the basement. Even Dolly got fed up. “When she saw Crosby’s picture
         on Frank’s bedroom wall,” a relative recalled, “she threw a shoe at her son and called him a bum.”
      

      
      Marty went her one further. One morning at breakfast, he looked coolly at his son and told him to get out of the house. “I remember the moment,” Sinatra told Bill Boggs in a 1975 television interview. “He got a little bit fed up with me, because
         I just wasn’t going out looking for work. [Instead] at night, I [was], you know, singing with the bands—for nothing, so I
         could get the experience. And he, on this particular morning, said to me, ‘Why don’t you just get out of the house and go
         out on your own.’ That’s really what he said. ‘Get out.’ I think the egg was stuck in here for about twenty minutes … My mother,
         of course, was nearly in tears. But we agreed that it might be a good thing. Then I packed up the small suitcase that I had
         and I came to New York.”
      

      
      My mother, of course, was nearly in tears. We agreed that it might be a good thing. I packed up the small suitcase that I
            had … Here is a scene from an old family melodrama: the mother dabbing her eyes with her apron; the implacable father, an arm thrown
         out to one side, index finger pointed at the door; the shamefaced son standing with his head bowed. (That small suitcase is
         the real killer.) The actual scene was probably slightly less genteel: more likely, Dolly’s mouth fell open with surprise
         at the sound of Marty speaking up. Those two words, however—“Get out”—ring absolutely true.
      

      
      Where, exactly, Frankie went after he stepped off the Hoboken Ferry (fare, four cents) at Twenty-third Street and what, precisely,
         he did during his mini-exile—not to mention just how long he was gone—remain a mystery. It seems certain he crossed the river
         to the Emerald City for a short spell, that he made some sort of stab at singing there, and that he failed miserably. He returned
         home with his 
tail between his legs. In 1962, Sinatra laid down a considerably more glamorous-sounding official version for the starry-eyed English writer Robin Douglas-Home. “It was when I left home for New York that I started singing seriously,” he said—perhaps
         giving Douglas-Home a piercing glance with those laser-blues to make sure he was getting it all down. “I was seventeen then,
         and I went around New York singing with little groups in road-houses. The word would get around that there was a kid in the
         neighborhood who could sing. Many’s the time I worked all night for nothing. Or maybe I’d sing for a sandwich or cigarettes—all
         night for three packets. But I worked on one basic theory—stay active, get as much practice as you can. I got to know a song-plugger called Hank Sanicola … and he used to give me fifty cents or a dollar some weeks to buy some food. For some reason
         he always had terrific faith in me.”
      

      
      Looking beyond the improbability of roadhouses in New York (at least after the nineteenth century) and the self-aggrandizement
         of the word’s supposedly getting around, what seems most clear from this slightly jumbled account is that Sinatra was rewriting
         his past to make himself look more precocious than he actually was.5 The little groups, the roadhouses, meeting Sanicola—all this would happen, but not for a couple more years, when Sinatra
         was closer to twenty. At seventeen, he may have been cocky, but he couldn’t have been very confident; on his own in the big
         city, he wouldn’t have had the emotional wherewithal or the professional smarts to figure out how to get much practice. The
         Apple was the toughest of tough towns, especially in the Depression, and he would have to go at it several times before he
         made any inroads.
      

      
      As a Grand Old Man holding forth to the journalist Sidney Zion, on the occasion of the first Libby Zion Lecture at Yale Law
         School in 1986, Sinatra painted the perfect motion-picture ending to his brief foray into Manhattan: “On Christmas Eve I
         went home to visit my folks and there was the hugging and the make-up.”
      

      
      Perhaps it really was a visit and not an abject (and probably famished) retreat. Perhaps it was a beautiful combination of
         the Return 
of the Prodigal and It’s a Wonderful Life— though it’s much easier to imagine Dolly giving him a sharp slap (now that he was too old for the billy club). Marty would
         have felt guilty about losing his temper with the boy; Dolly (after the slap) would have fixed him a hell of a meal.
      

      
      Yet what seems certain is that both parents had come to a realization: they had a strange duck on their hands. The boy, God
         help him, really did want to sing. There would be no further trips to the docks or the publisher’s warehouse.
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      Some say he borrowed the $65 from Dolly; some say, more convincingly, that she simply gave it to him. In any case, $65 was
         a lot of money in 1934, the equivalent of over a thousand today, a very decent couple of weeks’ wages for anybody fortunate
         enough to be employed in that very unfortunate year. The money went for a sound system: a microphone connected by a cable
         to a small amplifier. The amplifier had vacuum tubes inside: after you clicked the on switch, the tubes took a minute or so
         to warm up, the tiny filaments gradually glowing bright orange. The speaker was covered with sparkly fabric—very classy-looking.
         At the height of his career, Sinatra liked to use a mike that was as unobtrusive as possible—black was the preferred color—
         to give the illusion that his hand was empty, that he was connecting directly with the audience. That was at the height of
         his career. This early microphone would have been neither black nor unobtrusive. But it was a microphone.
      

      
      It meant so much more than not getting any more pennies thrown into his mouth. It meant power. Dressing like Bing was just
         the beginning of his transformation: what Frankie discovered, as he used the mike, was that it was his instrument, as surely as a pianist’s piano or a saxophonist’s sax. It carried his voice, which was still relatively thin
         and small, over the big sound of the band, straight to the kids in the back of the room—particularly the female kids in the
         back of the room.
      

      
      For that was the power of the microphone: not just its symbolic 
force as an object, but the literal power it projected. Like a gun, it made the weak strong; it turned a runt with scars and
         a starved triangular face into … what?
      

      
      Into a dream lover, was what. The quality of a man’s voice is one of the primal signals to a woman’s brain—it goes right in
         there and messes with the circuitry. It tells her stories, stories about all the wondrous things he’ll do for her … and
         to her. All at once, this dropout, this punk who was so going nowhere that Marie Roemer turned up her turned-up nose at him,
         had been alchemized into—well, into something else. Those blue eyes, formerly merely insolent, were suddenly compelling …
         And he was so thin! One night at a school dance, while he was trying to hold a note, his voice caught out of sheer nervousness,
         and—ever watchful—he got a load of what it did to the girls: they melted. This was a boy who clearly needed to be taken care
         of.
      

      
      He filed away the memory.

      
      Little Frankie wasn’t going nowhere anymore. Even though it was still far from clear just where he might be going.

      
      When Marty wasn’t looking, Dolly slipped him a few more dollars for additional orchestrations. Now the musicians, hesitant
         at first, began to flock to him. He had charts, he had equipment, he had a car. He didn’t have much of a voice, but things
         being what they were, he played school dances and social halls and Democratic Party meetings and the Hoboken Sicilian Cultural
         League, singing mostly Crosby numbers: “Please” and “I Found a Million-Dollar Baby (in a Five-and-Ten-Cent Store)” and
         “June in January” and “Love in Bloom.” And—in his head at least—he really did feel like Bing up there, the mike allowing his
         voice to glide smoothly over the horns and piano and drums …
      

      
      That summer he took a vacation. Not that he was exactly working his fingers to the bone, but it was summertime, vacation time,
         so he went to the beach—down the shore, as they say in Jersey: to Long Branch, where Dolly’s sister Josie Monaco was renting a place. It was his nineteenth summer,
         and he was finally a young man, no longer 
a boy—broader in the shoulders, deeper voiced. With a dark tan (he loved the beach and the sun) setting off those eyes, his
         hair floppy on top and razor trimmed on the sides, he cut a striking figure.
      

      
      Across the street was a girl.

      
      “All life’s grandeur,” Robert Lowell wrote, “is something with a girl in summer.” She was a little thing, dark haired, tan,
         and cute.
      

      
      Nanicia—Americanized to Nancy Rose. Just seventeen that summer.

      
      The clingy tang of salt air, the pearly morning light, the faint sound of someone’s radio carrying on the breeze. Bing. Oh
         God, that voice of his. The feeling of the warm, pebbly asphalt on the bare soles of his feet. She sat on the porch of the
         big house, watching him.
      

      
      Maybe he called to her; maybe she pretended not to notice.

      
      Later in the day, after the beach, he stopped by again, and there she was again, same wicker rocking chair, same nail file.

      
      He ducked into Josie’s house and returned holding something behind his back. Now he brought out the ukulele, strummed, and
         sang:
      

      
            
      

         It was a lucky April shower,
         

         It was a most convenient door.

      



      
      It wasn’t a bad voice at all: boyish, yearning. It made her feel nice to listen to it. In a minute her sisters and cousins
         were staring out the windows.
      

      
      Frankie had never had a steady girl before. This one came with a lot of strings attached: strict father; big, noisy family.
         Lots of people at the dinner table, lots of questions. Opera always playing somewhere. He loved it. He felt as if he’d finally
         come indoors from the cold, into a warm, crowded room. Home.
      

      
      He would have whispered his most deeply held dream to her: he wanted to be a singer.

      
      And she would have responded, instantly and sincerely, that she believed in him.

      

      
      In September, back home, he had to keep seeing her. Her and that big household, five sisters and a brother, just a hop, skip,
         and a jump away, in a nice big house, with a front porch, on Arlington Avenue in Jersey City. The house and the girl: both
         pulled him equally. But with sisters giggling behind hands and furtive necking on the couch after the house was quiet—with
         all this came assessment, and rules.
      

      
      Mike Barbato, a plastering contractor and self-made man, looked the world right in the eye, and he knew that ukulele strumming
         did not make the world go around. This Sinatra kid was cute, and respectful enough when he talked to Mike. But real respect
         would mean holding down a steady job—which, it looked like, the kid had absolutely no intention of doing. Mike popped the
         question one night after dinner, leaning back in his chair at the head of the big table, loosening his belt, and picking at
         his eyetooth, where the meat always caught.
      

      
      So, Frankie (he’d certainly have asked). What are you doing for work these days?

      
      A proud smile: he had a job singing at the Cat’s Meow Friday night, Mr. B.

      
      Mike gave him that dark-eyed stare. And what about Monday morning?

      
      This stopped him for a second. He didn’t like mornings. Or Mondays, for that matter.

      
      The women were in the kitchen; for the moment it was just the two of them at the table. Mike leaned toward the kid with a
         regretful smile. No work, no Nancy.
      

      
      And so, at an ungodly hour on Monday morning, Frankie reported for duty as a plasterer’s assistant on a repair job in Jersey
         City. Wearing a white hat and overalls, gamely laboring alongside Nancy’s brother, Bart. And Monday afternoon, he limped home,
         covered head to toe with the smelly white stuff and hurting in every part of his body.
      

      
      He went through two weeks of it, doing work that Mike always had to do over. Then, one morning, he accidentally overslept.
         He decided to take the day off. The next one too.
      

      

      
      It was the last day job he would ever have.

      
      But now he was no longer welcome at Arlington Avenue. Now he and Nancy had to neck in his car, which was cramped and embarrassing—once
         a Jersey City cop rapped on the glass with his nightstick at the worst possible moment—or down in his basement, with Dolly
         clomping around upstairs.
      

      
      In the meantime, he wasn’t letting the grass grow under his feet. He kept foisting himself on the attention of every musician
         in Hoboken. He entered an amateur contest at the State Theater in Jersey City, and won. He darkened the door of radio station
         WAAT, also in Jersey City, until, in April 1935, they vouchsafed him a precious (and unpaid) weekly fifteen minutes of airtime.
         He took along a pal, guitarist Matty Golizio, as an accompanist. (In a few years Golizio would be playing on Sinatra’s Columbia
         recordings.) We’ll never know just what he sang, but we do have the testimony of his oldest friend, Tony Macagnano, as to
         how he sounded. “You’d better quit,” Tony Mac told his pal. “Boy, you were terrible.”
      

      
      Maybe he was; maybe he wasn’t. His voice was thin and high, but he had nerve and a sense of style and—you’re born with it
         or you’re not—he could sing on key. He was unformed, but he wasn’t clueless. Maybe Tony Mac was just jealous.
      

      
      And maybe if the right someone heard him on the air, big things would happen.

      
      Dolly, touched by his initiative, leaned hard on Joseph Samperi, the owner of the Union Club, a big, classy nightspot on Hudson
         Street, to give her son a regular singing job. Samperi, owing her a favor or two, relented. For a while, Frankie crooned there
         five nights a week, but he was more impatient than grateful: The place lacked what the top clubs had then, a telephone-wire
         hookup to a New York radio station. None of the Jersey couples out on that dance floor was in a position to advance his career.
      

      
      Three of the musicians Frankie pestered that spring had a much better gig. They were a singing trio, Italian boys known all
         too presciently as the Three Flashes: Fred Tamburro, James “Skelly” 
Petrozelli, and Pat Principe were their names. Lost to history except as Sinatra witnesses. For a minute and a half in the
         mid-1930s they were hot stuff. Warm, anyway. Every weekend the Flashes traveled up the road to Englewood Cliffs, just north
         of the spanking-new George Washington Bridge, to perform with Harold Arden and His Orchestra at a western-style nightclub
         on the Palisades called the Rustic Cabin. The Cabin didn’t pay much, but what it did have was a wire hookup to WNEW, which—with
         its live remote broadcasts from New York–area nightclubs, as well as Martin Block’s Make-Believe Ballroom—was, by its own admission, “The NEWest Thing in Radio!”6 For their gigs, the Flashes borrowed a car or, more frequently, hitched a ride with an indulgent musician. Still, indulgence
         had a way of wearing thin. Once or twice they’d had to take a cab all the way from Hoboken, eating up the evening’s profits.
         With what they were making, it would be a long time before any of them could afford wheels of his own.
      

      
      Then came salvation, in the form of this pesky runt.

      
      Little Frankie wanted in the worst way to become the fourth Flash. Sure—like that was about to happen. But when it turned
         out that Frankie Boy had a green Chrysler convertible, the Flashes got a lot more encouraging.
      

      
      Watch and learn. Soak it all in for a little while.

      
      He saw it and he wanted it: saw himself, so clearly, standing center stage in the Cabin, the mike beaming his voice to millions
         of people out in the night, including, of course, People Who Mattered.
      

      
      Then a remarkable thing happened.

      
      One Friday night while the Flashes were taking five, a sharply dressed fellow came up and handed them a business card. The
         card belonged to Major Bowes, who, with his Original Amateur Hour— the American Idol of the day—was the hottest thing on radio, all over the country, not just in New York. The Major was going to shoot some
         movie shorts, at the Biograph Studios in the Bronx, and he wanted the Flashes, who had cute, guinea-boy face appeal (not
         that he would have put it in precisely those terms to their faces7), to appear in one or two.
      

      
      
They slapped each other on the back in the parking lot. Frankie watched enviously, his pulse racing. This was It.
      

      
      He piped up and asked them to give him a shot.

      
      They looked at each other. Well, they needed a ride home, anyway. They’d think about it.

      
      He knew how long they’d think about it.

      
      He told Dolly the next morning that he wanted this more than anything he’d ever wanted before. Anything.

      
      And what did the fucking no-good bastards tell him?

      
      They told him they’d think about it.

      
      Dolly marched. The Tamburros—eight kids and two exhausted, non-English-speaking parents—lived in a railroad flat on Adams
         Street in Little Italy. Freddie, with his crazy singing, was kicking a little money into the family till. Dolly paid Mr. and
         Mrs. T. a visit, to make sure they fully understood the value of her good works—translation, authoritative intercession with
         landlords, school officials, cops, and so on. Except that this time it wasn’t a Democratic vote she was seeking.
      

      
      Frankie was in.

      
      Every day for a week, grinning at the wheel of the Chrysler, he drove his fellow Flashes over the great shining bridge (just
         four years old; an architectural marvel) to Tremont Avenue in the Bronx, home of Biograph. The movie shorts in question—it
         was an unapologetic era—were a filmed minstrel show. Every day Frankie painted on blackface and big white lips and donned
         a top hat. He didn’t sing, but he acted (playing a waiter), and he was in the movies!

      
      But that was only the beginning. After seeing the footage, the Major himself sent word up to the Bronx: he wanted to audition
         the Flashes for his nationally broadcast radio show.
      

      
      Tamby, Skelly, and Pat talked among themselves, grumbled. They wanted in the worst way to shake this superfluous banana off
         the tree. Across the studio floor, Frankie got a gander at the confab, knew at once what was going on.
      

      
      This time Dolly didn’t have to march. She sent word via drugstore 
telephone to a friend on Adams Street, who passed the word to the phone-less Tamburros, in Mezzogiorno dialect: Dolly Sinatra would be very disappointed if her son were not included in the audition for the great Major Bowes. No visit necessary this time; her absence as effective as her presence.
      

      
      And so the four of them gathered, wearing budget-busting white suits with black silk pocket squares, in Major Bowes’s midtown
         office, in—of course—the Chrysler Building. As they cooled their heels nervously in the waiting room, the door popped open,
         startling them all. It was the Major himself, gray haired and dyspeptic, with a big red nose and a square jaw and a dark three-piece suit like a senator in the movies. Like W. C. Fields without a sense of humor. His eyes were old and watery; a faint
         distillery smell hung about him.
      

      
      They jumped to their feet, shook his hand.

      
      And what did the boys call themselves again?

      
      The Thr——uh, Four Flashes.

      
      Hmm.

      
      They looked at each other while he stroked his chin. And shook his head. His personality, all business, was not what you’d
         call electric. But he was Major Bowes.

      
      The Four Flashes sounded like the Hot Flashes. Or the Four-Flushers. Where were they from?

      
      Thus the freshly christened Hoboken Four (though tiny Patty Principe was technically from West New York) filed into Bowes’s
         office and cleared their throats to sing. Their audition piece was “The Curse of an Aching Heart,” a syrupy, barbershop relic
         from 1913.8 The Major liked them but hated the song.
      

      
      He’d put them on. But they’d need something more up-to-date. Something to lift the hearts of Mr. and Mrs. America.

      
      When they reconvened, Frankie pulled out his ace in the hole, sheet music for “Shine,” a big hit for Bing Crosby and the Mills
         Brothers a couple of years earlier. It was a minstrel song, all about curly hair and pearly teeth and shiny shoes and not
         much else, an ideal vehicle 
for the wildly talented, instrument-imitating (and African-American) Millses, who pumped along in close-harmony background
         while Bing led, then scatted his fool head off. A white man scatting!
      

      
      Frankie told his fellow Flashes that he could do Bing’s part.

      
      The other three looked at each other. He had them over a barrel and they knew it. He had the sheet music and the car and he
         could sing. The worm had officially turned.
      

      
      On September 8, 1935, a Sunday evening, Frankie stood in the wings of the Capitol Theater at Fifty-first and Broadway with
         the other former Flashes, literally unable to stop his knees from shaking. It was the second-largest theater in the entire
         world, at fifty-three hundred seats—five aisles in the orchestra, an ocean of faces out there. The fact that the Roxy, a
         block south, was a few hundred seats bigger was no consolation. Frankie’s nerves were like nothing he had ever felt before.
         Even the stolid Major, he’d noticed before the show, was giving off an extra-strong whiskey odor.
      

      
      But once the show began, Major Edward Bowes strode out to the center of the stage as if he owned the place (which, in point
         of fact, he did), took his position beside the big gong,9 and—as the buzzing crowd obediently went dead silent—spoke firmly into the microphone. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,
         and welcome to the Original Amateur Hour.” He sounded like a tired old insurance salesman, but—Frankie peeped out through a crack in the curtain—the audience gazed
         up at him as if he were Jesus Christ himself. It hit him: Every goddamn sound that went into that big square mike was emanating
         out to the whole goddamn country. And half the people in the goddamn country wanted to be where he was right now. When their
         turn came, Frankie’s stomach rose up and fluttered away like a little bird. He wanted to flee, but didn’t think his legs would
         carry him.
      

      
      “… Hoboken Four, singing and dancing fools,” the Major announced.

      
      A little wise guy they’d met before the show, his name lost to history, piped up from the wings: Why did the Major call them
         fools?
      

      

      
      The sour-faced Bowes actually gave a half smile. “I don’t know,” he said. “I guess ’cause they’re so happy.”

      
      And with that as their cue, Fred, Skelly, and Pat skipped out onto the giant stage like schoolboys on holiday, Frankie trying
         his best to walk along behind them.
      

      
      The Major greeted them. Why not introduce themselves and tell the folks where they worked? This last, of course, was key to
         establishing their amateur status. Frankie saw Tamby taking charge, doing all the talking, but didn’t hear the words that
         were coming out. All he was aware of was the roar of blood in his ears and the voice in his head: What, in Christ’s name, could Tamby say about him?
      

      
      Nothing, as it turned out. After a deadly second of dead air, suddenly ten thousand eyes were staring at little Frank Sinatra.

      
      “What about him?” the Major said.

      
      “Oh, he never worked a day in his life,” Tamby said.
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      The Hoboken Four on Major Bowes’s Original Amateur Hour, circa 1935. Left to right: Fred Tamburro, Pat Principe, Bowes, “Skelly” Petrozelli, Frank.
      

      
      And then they sang, thank God, for that was one thing Frank knew how to do. Or thought he did: while the other three tootled
         along, doing their best Mills Brothers imitation, Frankie, trying to keep the smile fixed on his lips, jumped in with the
         nearest thing to Bing’s improvising he could muster:
      

      

      
      

      Just because—my hair is curly

      
      Just because—my teeth are pearly.





      
      And yet, more clearly than ever, he realized that what Crosby made sound like falling off a log was in fact nigh unto unattainable:
         the absolute ease and richness of the voice, the effortless skipping around the beat, never ever putting a foot wrong.
      

      
      It simply wasn’t Frank. Ease wasn’t his to feel or feign; singing was an urgent matter. A personal matter. Vocalizing in chorus
         was possible, though not desirable. Skipping around the beat was somebody else’s idea of fun.
      

      
      He did his best.

      
      Which, miraculously, was all right. The gong never sounded! And when the four of them finally finished, the gigantic beast
         out in the dark—ten thousand eyes, ears, hands—exploded with delight, sending the needle on the big onstage applause meter
         far over to the right and keeping it there. The Major looked pleased. He kept nodding, like the old snake-oil salesman he
         was. These fellows had “walked right into the hearts of their audience.”
      

      [image: image]

      
      Amazingly enough, they had. They had won the contest. The radio-audience votes out in America agreed with the meter: the
         night of September 8, 1935, belonged to the Hoboken Four. Which entitled them to become a cog in the great Bowes machine.
         Entertainment colossus that he was, the Major ran a small army of Original Amateur Hour companies, conglomerations of acts that had succeeded on the show, whom he then signed to crisscross the nation by bus and
         train, entertaining burgs large and small, generating a steady river of cash, and keeping the Bowes brand name ever fresh.
         It was a brilliant idea, allowing the Major to stay close to the home office in New York while he raked in the hundreds of
         thousands. Fifty simoleons per week of which, apiece, now went to the Hoboken Four—meals, accommodations, 
and travel included. One week after their radio performance, they joined the Major Bowes Number Five tour unit, a motley
         troupe of bell ringers, jug blowers, harmonica players, yodelers … hard-r’d characters from out in the country someplace, among whom four Italian boys from Hoboken, New Jersey, might as well have
         come from—well, from Italy.
      

      
      Which was not necessarily a bad thing, at least in Frankie’s case. After a couple of stops he learned to tell people—girls
         especially—that Hoboken was really, basically, the same thing as New York City. It was a big, wide, lonely country in those
         days, a poor one too, and folks out in the hinterlands were starving for any diversion from their stifling, peeling-wallpaper-and-coal-stove lives. New York was magic; New York was the theater and radio, men in tuxedos and women in clinging white
         silk. Frankie may not have looked like Gary Cooper or Dick Powell—he looked like he could use a meal, and a hug. But he was
         from New York.
      

      
      And he could sing. Even the original Flashes finally had to admit that: the farther they got on this cockamamie bus-and-train tour—Des Moines and Wichita and Oakland and Vancouver and Bellingham, Washington—the farther they got, the more comfortable
         Frankie became with his voice, and the more they realized he really should be the one in front. He felt what he sang, he had a way of getting inside it—which translated, once the evening’s entertainment
         was over, into a way of getting into the pants of the hick girls that gathered down at the front of the orchestra.
      

      
      Oddly enough, this was all new to Frank. He may have lost his cherry to some girl on a Hoboken roof or on the beach down the
         shore in Long Branch, but he had certainly never had intercourse with a woman in a bed before. Now he was having a lot of
         it, in a lot of beds, with a lot of women—young ones mainly, but some older ones too, including married ones whose husbands
         happened to be out during the day. Now and then he thought about Nancy—with whom he’d gone just a little way down this road—but
         her image was quickly dimming. He was getting a rapid education in the wide range of female 
sexual response and emotional variability. There was just one common denominator: they all liked him, a lot.
      

      
      He wasn’t much to look at—beyond the facial scars, he was still plagued with fairly severe acne—but his mouth, with its slight
         up curve at the corners and its extravagantly rich and wide, slightly jutting lower lip, was beautifully formed, and his eyes—those
         eyes!—were a little bit wild. None of the boys in Des Moines or Oakland or Bellingham looked like that.
      

      
      The question of his body must also be addressed, now being as good a time as any.

      
      Naked, Frank Sinatra stood five feet seven and a half inches tall. This was his full adult stature; he would never grow even
         a quarter inch more, though in later years he would give his height variously as five nine, five ten, even five eleven—the
         maximum he could stretch the truth without pretending to a patently absurd six feet. In later years, he wore lifts in his
         shoes that got him up to five nine or so; his fearsome presence, and the intense reluctance of the world at large to challenge
         him on any matter, made up the difference.
      

      
      In an era when the average height of an adult male was five nine, there was nothing very wrong with five feet seven and a
         half inches. But he was also skinny, so skinny, with the kind of metabolism—as a young man, at least—that made it difficult
         to keep weight on, let alone gain it. He was not especially broad shouldered. He was also narrow at the hips, and his gluteus
         maximus was minimus—he was completely flat fannied. (And, throughout his young manhood and early middle age, self-conscious about it.) His hands
         and feet were well formed; in fact his hands—unlike, say, Mike Barbato’s—were soft, padded, artistic-looking: most definitely
         not made for manual labor. Clean, always. Sometimes they grew chapped from the many times he washed them throughout the day.
         His fingernails, throughout his life, were always exquisitely manicured.
      

      
      Naked, Frank Sinatra was a fairly unexceptional specimen. Except. It is literally central, an integral part of the lore, beginning
         with the frequently disinhibited Ava Gardner’s legendary comment (so 
good that she must have said it—or someone improved it along the way)—“There’s only ten pounds of Frank, but there’s a hundred
         and ten pounds of cock”—and continuing, in later years, with the graphic and admiring testimony of Sinatra’s valet, George
         Jacobs, who revealed in his charming memoir that the thing was so big, Mr. S. had to have special underwear made to keep it
         in check.
      

      
      Macrophallus is the medical term: a peculiar condition, ostensibly enviable. Every man has witnessed it at one time or another: that college
         acquaintance, say, a small and skinny and otherwise totally unprepossessing fellow, emerging quite startlingly from the shower
         in a dorm bathroom …
      

      
      By some evidence, Sinatra was proud of his extraordinary endowment: he is even said to have called his penis Big Frankie.
         (Unlike the little Frankie it hung from.) On the other hand, much testimony suggests that throughout his life, he was ambivalent
         at best about his physical self. His height. His flat behind. His facial scars. His receding, then vanishing, hairline. “I hate your husband,” he once told the actress Betty Garrett, who was married to the actor Larry Parks. “He has what I call
         a noble head. I’ve got a head like a walnut.”
      

      
      He may have had similarly mixed feelings about Big Frankie. After all, the special underwear cited by George Jacobs was a
         cosmetic as well as a physical accommodation: Sinatra didn’t want to attract undue attention while wearing close-cut tuxedo
         trousers.
      

      
      Sinatra’s lovers, too, may have had mixed feelings: contrary to the worries of insecure men (in other words, most men), not
         every woman is crazy about the idea of a big member, which, even if visually stimulating, can be an impediment to lovemaking.
         History itself is indecisive on the subject. None of the Don Juan stories seem to be anatomically specific. Greek myth, on
         the other hand, rarely holds back—the god Priapus is said to have had a penis so large that no woman wanted to sleep with
         him. On the other hand, Petronius’s Satyricon tells of a rural youth so well-endowed that the locals revered him, literally tripping over each other to touch it for good
         luck.
      

      

      
      Oh, Frankie …

      
      But Frankie had something more than physical presence: when he was onstage, every one of them, every last one, believed, to
         the core of her being, that he was singing to her and her alone.
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      The Hoboken Three, the original Flashes, didn’t like that very much. They weren’t liking Frankie Boy too much in general,
         if the truth be told. Especially Tamby and Skelly. Patty Principe, just five one in his shoes, was cheerful and even tempered.
         But Freddie Tamburro and Skelly Petrozelli were bruisers, truck drivers both of them, and not at all bad-looking, either.
         What was the skinny runt with the pizza face doing outshining them on the stage and getting all the tail afterward? They took
         to laying a beating on him now and then, just to show him who was boss. Once, Tamby knocked him out cold. So much for Marty’s
         boxing lessons.
      

      
      And Frankie—you could hardly blame him—didn’t enjoy it at all. In fact he was pretty damn sick of the Number Five tour unit:
         of living in YMCAs and cheap rooming houses and fleabag hotels, of eating lunch-counter food for dinner. He liked all the
         sex just fine, but the beatings pretty much counterbalanced that.
      

      
      And another thing: the original Flashes weren’t doing too much for him professionally anymore. He knew (and the audiences’
         reactions, especially the women’s, confirmed it for him) that he had more talent in his left pinkie than all three of them
         put together. They could beat him up all they wanted, but they couldn’t beat that out of him.
      

      
      In mid-December, soon after his twentieth birthday, he left the tour in Columbus, Ohio, and went back home to Hoboken. Just
         in time, once more, for Christmas.
      

      
      It wasn’t a defeat but a strategic withdrawal. For four years he had been chasing after far lesser musicians like a pesky
         mascot. Now—in his mind, at least—the shoe was on the other foot.
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      His homecoming this time was a good deal more subdued. He was back, he was twenty, and he was unemployed—a potentially volatile
         situation, as we’ve seen, at 841 Garden Street. Dolly was moderately impressed by his run with Bowes, but What Have You Done
         for Me Lately? could have been the woman’s middle name. That big mortgage still needed paying, there was still a depression
         on, and everyone on the premises still had to pull his weight, and then some. As for Marty, what he thought (as far as anybody
         could tell) was: radio or no radio, the kid continued to stand a good chance of turning into a bum.
      

      
      Amazingly, Frankie would live under his parents’ roof for three more years.

      
      But he wasn’t malingering—quite the opposite. Motivated as much by anxiety as ambition, he shifted into high gear, exploring
         every conceivable singing opportunity in North Jersey, paid and unpaid—and in the process, staying out of the house as much
         as possible. He did $2-a-night gigs at the Elks; he worked again at the Cat’s Meow and the Union Club (whose owners could
         now advertise “Major Bowes Radio Winner”1); he took his mike and sparkly speaker to political rallies and weddings; he dragged Matty Golizio back to WAAT in Jersey
         City.
      

      
      But, most important, he now had the maturity and knowledge to begin his assault on Manhattan. If the years 1935 through 1937
         were, as Sinatra later said, his “panic period,” they were also a time of intense connection—the kind of connection that simply
         wasn’t possible on the left bank of the Hudson. Jersey certainly had talented musicians, but the Big Apple was a different
         universe, and Tin Pan Alley, just north of Times Square, was the red-hot center of it.
      

      
      It was also a moment of intense transition for the music business: a business that, for over half a century, had been built
         upon the sale of sheet music—the content of the day—to the piano-playing, parlor-singing American public. Now, with the
         rise of radio and phonograph records, power had shifted to the bandleaders who conveyed the content—and, still to a lesser
         extent in the 1930s, the band singers. Few, if any, important vocalists were out on their own yet. The 
music publishers of Tin Pan Alley employed singer–piano players (the so-called song pluggers, most of them themselves aspiring
         songwriters) to sell the publishers’ songs to the performers.
      

      
      Sinatra was barely a performer. In the universe of the music business, he was just a cosmic speck, one of the hundreds of
         “kolos”—the term of art in those days for wannabe singers and musicians—who haunted Tin Pan Alley music publishers, hoping
         to latch onto hot new material. In the usual food chain of the business, kolos pestered song pluggers, and song pluggers looked
         over the kolos’ shoulders for somebody really important. But here was a kolo who acted as if he already were important, strutting
         around announcing to one and all that whatever the current reality, he was going to be the next big singer.
      

      
      Two pluggers in particular were impressed. One, a short, stocky kid from the Bronx with a prematurely receding hairline and
         the arms of a blacksmith, was named Hank Sanicola. The other, a tall kid from upstate New York with a brilliant keyboard technique
         and an equally recessive hairline, had the improbable moniker of Chester Babcock. His nom de piano was Jimmy Van Heusen.
      

      
      Both, like Sinatra, were in their early twenties; each would become central in the singer’s life. Sanicola was a salt-of-the-earth character, a workmanlike aspiring songwriter who knew enough about music to understand his limitations, and to
         recognize real talent when he heard it. Van Heusen had real talent.
      

      
      Edward Chester Babcock, of Syracuse, was a paradox: foulmouthed, obsessed with sex and alcohol, but a songwriter of deep and
         delicate gifts, verging on genius. Some of the melodies that would one day make his reputation had been in his head since
         puberty. Meanwhile, he bided his time trying to sell other men’s tunes at Remick and Company, the music publisher.
      

      
      While Van Heusen watched for his shot as an in-house songwriter, he sat at his piano facing a daily tide of would-be bandleaders
         and vocalists. One of the latter was this starved-looking kid from Hoboken, so cocky he walked around in a yachting cap in
         imitation of his 
idol Bing Crosby. Van Heusen listened to the kid, and liked what he heard. He liked Frank Sinatra, period. The two young men
         (Jimmy was about three years older) had much in common: an eye for the ladies, a night-owl disposition, a sardonic sense
         of humor. Soon Chester (as Jimmy’s close friends called him) was running with Sinatra and Sanicola.
      

      
      Physically speaking, either Hank or Chester could have snapped Frank in two, could have wiped the floor with him the way Tamby
         and Skelly had, if they felt like it. But they didn’t feel like it.
      

      
      Instead, they listened to him, smiled when he barked. The guy was a pussy magnet, it was as simple as that.
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      Manhattan in those days was a hotbed of great jazz: Jimmy Dorsey at the New Yorker Hotel, Tommy Dorsey and Artie Shaw at the
         Manhattan Room of the Hotel Pennsylvania. You could stroll down Fifty-second Street at 2:00 a.m. and pop into Leon and Eddie’s
         or the Famous Door or the Onyx Club, and see, and hear, Fats Waller, Art Tatum, Count Basie, Louis Prima. This was Sinatra’s
         Moveable Feast, a time and place he would remember forever.
      

      
      The jazz was thrilling, but what he loved most were the singers. The clubs on Fifty-second Street, most of them small and
         intimate, featured them heavily. He heard the great Ethel Waters, who could break your heart with a ballad or scat like Louis
         Armstrong; there was a young black Englishwoman named Mabel Mercer who spoke the lyrics more than sang them, and with such
         beautiful diction. And then there was Billie Holiday. Just twenty, only eight months older than Sinatra, she was—quite unlike
         him—an astonishingly mature artist, with a fully formed style. Barely out of her teens, she sang like a woman who had been
         around awhile, and in fact she had: her history made Sinatra look like the spoiled rich boy he almost was. She had been born
         out of wedlock to a thirteen-year-old mother impregnated by a sixteen-year-old banjo player, had been brought up in a
         Baltimore slum, been raped 
twice before the age of fifteen, had worked as a prostitute and done jail time. She began singing for tips in Harlem clubs;
         in 1933, the Columbia Records artists and repertoire man John Hammond discovered her at one of them, and immediately started
         her recording with Benny Goodman. She was eighteen. Two years later, when Sinatra first saw her, probably at the Famous Door,
         she was singing with Jimmy Van Heusen’s idol the great pianist Teddy Wilson. Chester boasted he could play almost as well
         as Teddy.
      

      
      Frankie wished he could sing like Billie. He gazed at her. She was extraordinary-looking: slim and straight, with honey-colored skin, high cheekbones, something Indian around the flashing eyes. Dark lipstick and white white teeth. Perhaps by
         merging with her, he could somehow take in her sorcery. Even more than Waters or Mercer, she lived in the lyric, made you
         ache its ache, while skipping around the music’s beat like some kind of goddess of the air, landing just where she pleased.
         And as was not the case with Ethel Waters or Mabel Mercer, Billie Holiday brought sex—painful, longing sex—into every syllable
         of her songs.
      

      
      He wanted her even though (maybe a little because) she was what Marty would call a mulignane. A moolie, an eggplant. His eyes stung at the sheer stupidity of it, boiling someone down to the color of her skin—and eggplant was
         all wrong anyway. He’d been called wop and dago enough times to know all the names were bullshit. He knew dumb wops and micks
         and kikes and niggers, and he knew plenty of smart ones too—and there was brown-skinned Teddy Wilson, with his mustache and
         cigarette and haughty squint, sitting like a king at his keyboard. And Billie, making everyone in the joint fall in love with
         her.
      

      
      Someday, someday, maybe he could sing like that.
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      Not yet, though. His voice was still thin and high, stuck in his throat. Sanicola, who had a little money in his pocket (and
         slipped Frankie a buck or two here and there), told him he knew a singing teacher, said 
he would stake him to a lesson or two. He had to get that voice down into his chest somehow.

      
      The teacher had him sing scales while he, the teacher, played the piano—boring but necessary—and taught him where his diaphragm
         was. But it turned out the lessons were $2 for forty-five minutes: a fucking fortune, the price of a good meal at Horn &
         Hardart’s Automat, and Frank didn’t want to have to choose between eating and singing.
      

      
      The teacher passed him along to another coach desperate enough to charge half the price.

      
      John Quinlan had sung tenor for the Metropolitan Opera before getting bounced for drinking. Even now, at 10:00 a.m., he had
         that Major Bowes barroom bouquet about him. He was a big, solid fellow, his thin sandy hair slicked straight back from a high
         forehead, his collar slightly askew around a meager tie knot, plenty of dandruff on his shoulders. He spoke with an English
         accent that wasn’t quite English—there was something tough about it. Irish? Turned out he was Australian, far from home. Quinlan
         listened to Frank sing, and nodded.
      

      
      There was something to work with; that was a relief. But the first thing they had to do was get him to stop sounding like a stevedore from—where the Christ did he say he was from?
      

      
      Week in and week out, Frankie did the vocal exercise: “Let us wander by the bay,” running up the scale and back down, in all
         twelve keys. Quinlan could do accents, could mimic Caruso in perfect Italian, sing Carmen in French, speak the King’s English. He taught Sinatra that “brother” had an r at the end, a th in the middle. “While” began with an exhalation, as if the h came first.
      

      
      Puff the air out, Frank.

      
      Frank needed to work on his t’s—the tip of his tongue was touching the back of his teeth instead of the roof of his mouth. Crisp t’s, Frank. Tut tut tut.
      

      
      Dut dut dut.

      
      And so—even though his t’s, over the next sixty years, would never become entirely crisp—the Hoboken began to drain from his voice. 
Not in day-to-day speech; rather, it was a trick, something he could, increasingly, do at will. At first, though, it drew
         the discomfiture of old friends and acquaintances. But even as they mocked him, they envied him. Suddenly he could sound almost
         like the people in the movies and on the radio: people who were never without a trenchant observation or a witty rejoinder,
         people who were never sad or hard up or horny or just sitting around picking their noses, bored. Most especially, people in
         the movies and on the radio were never, ever bored.
      

      
      Frank was singing with more confidence. He’d begun to find regions of his chest he never knew existed; his increasing poise
         with diction was bringing the words alive a little bit.
      

      
      He learned to look at the lyric on paper and think about it. Somebody had written those words for a reason—he tried to imagine
         what that reason might have been. He began to see: you can’t sing it if you don’t understand it.
      

      
      
      
      I don’t want you

      
      But I hate to lose you.





      
      The songs were almost all about love, but the implicit and compelling argument—in that era—was that love was the ultimate
         human subject, and could therefore encompass absolutely any idea or shade of emotion: euphoria, sorrow, lust, hate, ambivalence,
         cynicism, naughty fun, surprise, surrender. The best lyricists were akin to poets. A singer who could comprehend their work
         would understand their brilliance and polish it, even add to it. Would, in optimal circumstances, take temporary possession
         of the song, making it seem like something that had just been thought up and uttered, most compellingly.
      

      
      For the time being, the best Frank could hope for was to begin to understand. He saw now how hollow his earlier efforts had
         been—trying to ape Bing and Rudy and Russ Columbo, wanting the rewards of acclaim without truly comprehending what he was
         doing. He began to see the differences between poor and fair and good and great songs.
      

      
      But it seemed the more he learned and the harder he tried, the 
less work he could find. Sometimes it felt as if he had had his shot, his moment in the national sun with the Major, and maybe
         it would all be downhill from there. He spent his nights at the Onyx Club and the Three Deuces on Fifty-second Street strictly
         as a spectator, a nobody from nowhere, his nose pressed against the glass. He was stuck in Hoboken like a fly on flypaper,
         still singing for chump change at bars and social clubs and weddings, and even in blackface—again—at a minstrel show sponsored
         by Marty’s fire company. (Marty looked all too entertained.) He kept dogging the radio stations, WAAT and WOR and WNEW, offering
         to work for free, or for carfare, and being taken up on the offer—and then having to put his hand out to Sanicola or Dolly
         for walking-around money. Two breaks raised his hopes: First, his cousin Ray Sinatra, an arranger for the NBC radio house
         band, wangled him an audition, and he got a job on a daily fifteen-minute spot on the network—for seventy cents a week. Then
         he sang “Exactly Like You” (accompanying himself on the ukulele) on another amateur hour, Town Hall Tonight, hosted by the vinegar-pussed Fred Allen. Nothing came of it.
      

      
      Then he heard about something he really wanted.

      
      The Rustic Cabin, whose parking lot he knew all too well from his days chauffeuring the Flashes, had an opening for a singing
         waiter and emcee. Fifteen dollars a week—not so great, even at the bottom of the Depression. But the wire to the radio station
         was still there, and now the station had a new broadcast, WNEW Dance Parade, featuring the Cabin’s band and singer. A golden opportunity. Frankie drove the familiar route up to Englewood Cliffs, strolled
         into the club—the dark interior had log-cabin walls, booths with high split-log partitions (ideal for tête-à-têtes and
         trysts), a dance floor, and a bandstand—and found himself face-to-face with Harold Arden. Not Harold Arlen the immortal
         songwriter, but Harold Arden the bush-league bandleader, who wore a mustache with long waxed tips and bore a passing resemblance
         to the supercilious actor Franklin Pangborn. Arden, for some reason, had taken an instant dislike to Sinatra: maybe it was
         the yachting 
cap; maybe it was the way he carried himself. In any case, as soon as Frankie, standing by the bored piano player, had finished
         singing his latest hit, “Exactly Like You,” Arden gave the owner, Harry Nichols, a lemon-sucking look. Nichols took out his
         cigar.
      

      
      They’d keep him on file.

      
      Dolly, of course, was standing by the door when he got home, waiting to ask if he’d gotten the job. Girlie, his miniature
         collie, came up to greet him, and before Dolly could get the question out, Frank swooped the dog into his arms, pounded up
         the stairs to his room, and slammed the door.
      

      
      Dolly stood in the front hall, stymied. Twenty-two years old, living at home, no trade, no money in his fucking pocket except
         what she put there—useless for everything, in short, except warbling tunes for spare change.
      

      
      And bawling like a little girl.

      
      Yet she knew not what he could be—she hadn’t the ear for that—but that there was nothing else he could be. So he was high-strung. So what?
      

      
      This time she picked up her white telephone and rang a Democratic Party pal named Harry Steeper, who was the mayor of North
         Bergen, between West New York and Cliffside Park. He was also head of the New Jersey musicians’ union—and, as such, a good
         pal to James Caesar Petrillo, the man who was swiftly rising toward absolute power in the American Federation of Musicians.
         Petrillo was a mediocre trumpet player but, as his middle name foreordained, a vastly ambitious man whose chief abhorrence
         in life was the phonograph record. As James Caesar Petrillo saw it, the phonograph was an invention whose sole purpose was
         to put honest musicians out of work. And Petrillo (whose path would cross with Frank Sinatra’s in an important way in just
         a few years) was a Friend of the Musician, and Harry Steeper was a friend of James C. Petrillo’s.2

      
      So—surprise—Frankie got the job. Harold Arden could wax the tips of his mustache with that.
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      Frank fronting Bill Henri and His Headliners at the Rustic Cabin, early 1939. Harry James would discover Sinatra here in June.

      
      The universe, in Dolly Sinatra’s view, was a well-ordered place as long as she had anything to do with it. Within her realm,
         she could control the miracle of birth itself and all the machinations of the day-to-day world. But certain areas threatened
         her: Frankie’s temperament, for one. She possessed the same volcanic center, but she could keep a lid on it. The thought of
         living without that control perplexed and, at times, terrified her.
      

      
      Sex was another matter, a dark force that had to be contained at 
all costs. With Marty, the question had long since been put to rest, but poor Chit-U was another story. Poor Chit-U, slow-
         witted and gimpy, was forty, well past the age when a man should have a wife. Still, one day Chit-U found a woman: a poor
         little wounded duck who worked behind the counter at the greengrocer, so shy she herself could barely speak. Within a few
         weeks he was taking her out for beers on Friday nights.
      

      
      Dolly saw where it was going.

      
      The man lived under her roof, mopped her floors, dusted her vases, and put his salary from the docks into her pocket. If a
         piece of heavy equipment, a pallet, or a shipping crate, God forbid, fell on Chit-U’s head, the life-insurance money was
         hers.
      

      
      Now he was using his money—which was her money—to buy drinks for this woman. Dolly knew meals and gifts would follow, and
         soon enough, a ring, and brats, and then his insurance would be signed over to them.

      
      Dolly found out where the woman lived and went there one night, stood under her window, and shrieked abuse and obscenities
         at the top of her precinct captain’s voice. The whole neighborhood heard the racket, the cop on the beat came by—but one sharp
         look from Dolly took care of him. She continued her shrieking; the poor little wounded bird shivered in her rented room, making the only possible assumption:
         Chit-U must have a wife.

      
      But Frankie’s stream of girls would not be stopped so easily.

      
      A few years earlier, just before he dropped out of high school, he had gone out for a while with Marian Brush, a cute, smart
         Garden Street neighbor. One afternoon when the two of them came home from school, Dolly was there. Frankie, in all innocence,
         said he wanted to show Marian something amazing: his new radio that could pick up Pittsburgh.

      
      Marian, glancing back over her shoulder as they went up the stairs, saw Dolly staring after them with an expression the girl
         would remember until she was an old lady: She thought we were going up there to do it. Just the look in Dolly’s eyes made Marian feel dirty.
      

      
      But Frankie would always have girls pursuing him. And the Cabin 
was an ideal base of operations: it was a sneak joint, a place where married men brought their girlfriends. The place oozed
         sex, and Frankie, showing the giggly couples to their booths in his waiter’s outfit, felt horny just being there. It showed
         in his voice.
      

      
      The lyrics had begun to mean something. Somebody wrote that for a reason—try to imagine what that reason might have been. The better the song, the deeper the meaning.
      

      

      What is this thing called love?

      
      this funny thing called love?

      



      Feeling the words, and remembering how Billie could tell you her whole life story in the glide of a note, Frank began to sing
         the lyrics as if he really meant them, and something happened.
      

      
      The girls, dancing with their dates, began to stop mid-step and stare at him.
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      And Dolly knew. Which was why it was so important to push forward the Plan. She’d thought of it more than two years before,
         when he first brought the little mouse home: Frankie had to marry her.
      

      
      She was from a good family, a family with money, with a big wooden house and five sisters who had married lawyers or accountants.
         Even if she wasn’t beautiful, she was pretty, with a quiet dignity about her: She would make good babies; she would take care
         of a household.
      

      
      And Nancy Barbato would never threaten Dolly’s supremacy.

      
      The Plan was accelerated when Frank met the older one. The truth of it was that there were many girls now, coming out of the
         cursed knotty-pine woodwork of the Rustic Cabin, bewitched by the sound of his voice. They were writing letters to him, mash
         notes in perfumed envelopes—Dolly stuffed them straight into the garbage, with the coffee grounds and grapefruit rinds. They
         were storming his front door, just as she had known they would. And the older one was the most dangerous of all: cheap trash
         from Lodi—her father was a rumrunner 
or something. She was three years Frankie’s senior, Antoinette Della Penta, and pretty, but with a fucked-out look about
         her—she might as well have been a whore as far as Dolly was concerned. Mrs. M. Sinatra of upper Garden Street hadn’t pulled
         her little clan up from Guinea Town to have her only son grabbed by a gold-digging hussy.
      

      
      There had been a dinner between the two families, Dolly and Marty generously making the trip to Lodi, but it had not gone
         well. Dolly—no surprise—had spoken her mind.
      

      
      Still, Toni kept coming on strong even as Frankie continued to woo Nancy. For a while it was fun, Nancy and Toni coming alternate
         nights to the Cabin, Nancy the good girl sitting uneasily as the other women stared openmouthed at her Frankie. Nancy the
         good girl, with her sweet face and sweet hair and sweet kisses—and kissing was where it stopped.
      

      
      Then, on the other nights, Toni the bad girl, or the girl with the promise of badness anyway. He couldn’t help himself; he
         was so desperate to have her that he gave her a ring, not a big stone, a cheap chip of diamond, but it did the trick. She
         let him take her to a hotel, and they registered as Mr. and Mrs. Sinatra. She teased him mercilessly as he lay there with
         his eyes rolled back in his head. Had anyone ever done that for him?
      

      
      Certainly not Nancy. But then came the night after Thanksgiving, when Nancy and Frank were sitting in a booth between sets
         and Freddy the busboy brought the black telephone to the table. Freddy gave Frankie a funny look: For you, kid. Nancy, giving him her own look, a look of power and ownership, pushed Frank’s hand away from the phone and picked up the
         receiver.
      

      
      He sat there with his hand over his eyes as she went at it pretty good. He was surprised at how tough she was. She’d pull
         Toni’s hair out by the roots if she ever caught her anywhere near her Frank.
      

      
      His stomach warmed to hear that, but then, after she slammed down the receiver, he knew he was in for it. The bawling out,
         though, that was the easy part. The hard part was dealing with the other one.
      

      
      Half an hour later, she stomped into the Cabin as he was about 
to start singing and walked toward him, but Nancy stopped her. Then they were flailing at each other like two cats. The music
         stopped and everyone stared. Before Frank and the other waiters and the busboys could get between the women, Toni had ripped
         Nancy’s good white dress.
      

      
      It was a long night, but he stuck to his story: The woman was nothing to him. It had been a flirtation, and it was over. The
         woman couldn’t face the facts.
      

      
      The next night, Saturday, things got worse. After he’d sung “Night and Day,” there was a stirring on the dance floor, and
         two cops in motorcycle boots stomped in and arrested him right in front of everyone.
      

      
      Frankie tried to bluff it out. Mistaken identity, he announced, as they led him to the door, to scattered applause (which
         began with the band).
      

      
      They took him to the county clink, in Hackensack—it was two in the morning—and booked him.

      
      Even in a mug shot it is an astonishing face. The extravagantly sensual lower lip. The intelligence of the pale, wide-set
         eyes. The greasy hank of hair over the left eyebrow—he could have flicked it out of the way; he chose not to—is a rebellious
         1930s touch worthy of a Dillinger or Pretty Boy Floyd. It is a sensitive face, but one of a man with full knowledge of his
         own importance.
      

      
      Full-face he looked defiant, but in profile he looked weary. A night in jail had taken the starch out of Frank. Now he was
         allowed to make his single phone call. Dolly answered, and told him she would have him out in an hour.
      

      
      It took a bit longer than that. The whole episode was an operetta in three acts, playing out over months, each part taking
         its own sweet time. The original arrest warrant stated that on November 2 and 9, 1938, Frank Sinatra, “being then and there
         a single man over the age of eighteen years, under the promise of marriage, did then and there have sexual intercourse with
         the said complainant who was then and there a single female of good repute for chastity whereby she became pregnant. 
” Then and there. Good repute for chastity. Old English language aside, the warrant had a couple of holes in it. The beginning
         of November sounds like very quick work if indeed she did become pregnant; some have speculated the affair actually began
         in the spring and was consummated during the summer, which sounds more plausible. And there was this small detail: The female
         was not single. She was legally separated, but still married.
      

      
      The case fell apart like the house of cards it was, except that it fell in slow motion. First, Dolly sent Marty to call on
         Toni’s father. Marty had such a hangdog expression—“He looked like a hobo at the door begging for something to eat,” Toni
         recalled many years later—that her father offered the poor old pug a shot of booze. The two men drank together—sacred bond—and
         finally Toni was persuaded to go spring Frankie herself.
      

      
      According to Toni, Frankie sobbed when she confronted him in his cell. She withdrew the charges, but only after (she remembered)
         she made her lover promise that his mother would apologize for the mean things she’d said. Dolly apologize! Three weeks later,
         no apology having occurred, Toni went to Garden Street to confront Mrs. Sinatra. After a screaming fight that brought the
         neighbors out of their houses, the forty-two-year-old, four-foot-eleven Dolly somehow managed to throw the young woman
         into the basement. The police arrived. This being Dolly Sinatra’s turf, Toni was arrested and given a suspended sentence for
         disorderly conduct. She thereupon swore out a second warrant against Frank Sinatra: not having been able to make seduction stick, this time she owned up to her non-single status
         and went for adultery. Three days before Christmas, he was arrested once more—again at the Cabin, this time by court officers
         purporting to be bearing a Christmas gift from admirers. Dolly once more arrived with bail, and Frankie was once again released
         on his own recognizance. A headline in the next day’s Jersey Observer read: SONGBIRD HELD IN MORALS CHARGE.
      

      
      It may have been North Jersey light opera, a tempest in a 1930s teapot, but Mike Barbato can’t have failed to notice that
         his prospective 
son-in-law was neither a lawyer nor an accountant nor even a plasterer, but, well, a songbird and a perp. (Though Toni eventually
         dropped these charges as well because, she claimed, she’d found out about Dolly’s arrest record, for abortion.) Nancy Rose might have looked like a terrific match to Dolly, but things can’t have appeared
         quite so rosy from the Jersey City side. And what did Nancy herself think about all this? Her boyfriend’s stonewalling wasn’t
         helped by a second arrest, not to mention newspaper headlines.
      

      
      But she loved him. And he loved her. It was the God’s honest truth. She knew him to the bottom of his soul, and loved him
         for it and in spite of it. What’s more, she knew he contained that strangest of all quantities, there among the frame row
         houses and brownstone tenements of blue-collar, bill-paying Hudson County: greatness. And he loved that she knew it, and
         he loved that she loved him, and he loved her goodness, her wisdom, and her sweet kisses.
      

      
      It was just that he needed so much more …

      
      It was time to put a cap on things. There were more Tonis out there. Dolly came up with a 1930s solution: against the Barbatos’
         grave misgivings, Frank and Nancy would be married. It happened just a little over a month after his second arrest—Saturday,
         February 4, 1939, at Our Lady of Sorrows Church in Jersey City. A small wedding, in the Barbatos’ territory; few Hobokenites
         in attendance. The bride’s white dress was as true as the tears that flowed from her eyes as her father, guardedly happy,
         walked her down the aisle: she did love Frank Sinatra, but now she was joined to him forever, with all that entailed.
      

      
      Three weeks later, Dolly was arrested once more, for performing another abortion. This too made the papers. The Sinatras were
         famous all over Hudson County.
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      So the boy left his mother (sort of: he was commanded to visit Garden Street at least once a week—alone, if possible) and
         settled, uneasily, into married life, in a $42-a-month, third-floor walk-up on Garfield 
Avenue in Jersey City. As cozy as the little apartment was, the newlyweds didn’t see much of each other. Weekdays, Nancy worked
         as a $25-a-week secretary at American Type Founders in Elizabeth, rising early to the sight of her skinny young husband
         still snoring, exhausted from his labors at the Cabin. The club—on-site arrests notwithstanding—had given him a raise to
         $25 a week. He often spent more than that on clothes. His practical young wife fretted about his predilection for budget-
         busting $35 Woodside suits. She skimped on her own clothing, made him silk bow ties so he wouldn’t have to spend the money.
         His wardrobe took up what little closet space they had, and then some.
      

      
      She coped. She wanted stability, and a family; she still worried about his mercurial nature. As far as other women were concerned,
         she knew it was not a question of if, but—Italian men being Italian men—when and how. (Mike Barbato, the tough paterfamilias,
         the paragon of respectability, was no exception in this regard.) But Nancy loved Frank desperately. He was infinitely sensitive;
         he could be so sweet and funny. And she knew he loved her. Then the slightest thing—there was no predicting—could set him
         off. And she had backbone: she would stand up to him. They had some terrible blowouts (the neighbors below banged on their
         ceiling). Then they made up. That was nice.
      

      
      She wanted children. What else was marriage for? He was reluctant at first: they couldn’t afford them yet. She did everything
         she could to hold him—cooked him spaghetti just the way he liked it, baked him lemon-meringue pies. He loved her meals, and
         he loved her, but he was elusive. He had important places to go, people to see. He would rise in the afternoon and gather
         up his Hoboken pal Nick Sevano before getting on the ferry to Manhattan and making the rounds of radio stations and music
         publishers. Sanicola and Van Heusen would often join him for the evening, along with a new friend, a fast-talking, wisecracking,
         breathtakingly talented little lyricist named Sammy Cahn. Nobody else in the crew was married. Why were the chicks always
         drawn to the one that was?
      

      
      He felt stalled that spring, a fly trapped in amber. He had married 
in haste; he wasn’t cut out for it. He loved her so much, but he wasn’t cut out for it. Much of the time—he hated himself
         for thinking it—Nancy was a millstone around his neck. He wasn’t getting any younger, and his career wasn’t going anywhere.
         The radio stations still weren’t paying, and nerves caused him to blow two important occasions: Once when he was trying out
         for a band run by a new leader, a rich kid from Detroit named Bob Chester, Tommy Dorsey stopped by. Tommy fucking Dorsey. Sinatra got so flustered at the sight of that cold Irish puss (he looked like a goddamn emperor or something) that he forgot
         the lyrics of the song he was singing and froze—literally opened his mouth and nothing came out.
      

      
      And the same damn thing happened again one night at the Cabin: almost fifty years later, the horror of it would still live
         with him. “On a Sunday evening during the summer months, people would come back from the countryside, and stop and have a
         little nip before they went over the bridge to go back into New York,” Sinatra recalled, at Yale Law School in 1986.
      

      
            
      

         There were about seven people in the audience, and the trumpet player—we had a six-piece “orchestra”; big sound, beautiful—the
            trumpet player, named Johnny Buccini, said to me, “Do you know who this is sitting out there?” I said, “No. Where?” He said,
            “Right out there, you dummy. Look straight ahead.” I said, “Yeah, I know that face.” He said, “That’s Cole Porter.”
         

         I had been so infatuated with his music that I couldn’t believe he was sitting out in the audience with four or five people.
            I said to the orchestra leader, “I’d like to do one of Cole Porter’s songs … Let’s do ‘Night and Day’ for them, and I’ll
            talk about it.” So I said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to sing this song and dedicate it to the greatly talented man who
            composed it and who is maybe one of the best contributors to American music at this particular time in our lives.” I said
            that 
 Mr. Porter was in the room, and the orchestra played the introduction—and I proceeded to forget all the words. I swear to
            God. I couldn’t think. I kept saying “night and day” for fifteen bars!
         

      



      
      But with Sinatra, ambition trumped shame every time. And twenty years later, during the making of High Society, Porter would recall the night, and smile.
      

      
      One afternoon that winter, Frankie stopped by the Sicilian Club in Bayonne and found Frank Mane, an alto sax player he knew
         from WAAT, rehearsing some songs with a ten-piece pickup band. When he asked Mane what he was practicing for, the sax player
         told him he was trying out for a spot with a Los Angeles outfit, Clyde Lucas and His California Dons. He was going over to
         Manhattan to make an audition record.
      

      
      “Cheech, could I go to New York with you and sing with the band?” Frankie asked.

      
      Mane shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

      
      And so on March 18, all atingle, Frankie set foot for the first time in a recording studio—Harry Smith’s, 2 West Forty-sixth
         Street, a large office tower today. It was a Saturday afternoon: the city was quiet; studio time was cheap. After Mane and
         his band cut a couple of instrumentals, the musicians took out the sheet music to something called “Our Love”—corny lyrics
         grafted onto Tchaikovsky’s theme for Romeo and Juliet. Then, with a nod from the guy in the glass booth, the band hit the first notes and Frankie began to sing. He couldn’t help
         grinning at the freedom and ease, the rightness of it: he was making a record!
      

      
      
      
      Our love, I feel it everywhere …
      

      
      Our love is like an evening prayer.





      
      A little while later, he was able to listen to a 78-rpm demo platter with his very own voice on it. It was a respectable-
         enough debut: the 
sound was a little scratchy, the band’s tempo plodding, but Frankie had sung on key and hit all the high notes. To him it
         was a miracle: he would have listened to the disc over and over again if Frank Mane had let him, so entranced was he at the
         sound of his own voice.
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      It wasn’t just narcissism. His ear, after all, was part of his genius. He was literally amazed at himself—the voice worked. Technically speaking, there were much better instruments out there: the Eberle brothers, Bob (who spelled it “Eberly”) and
         Ray; Dick Haymes—all, at that point, could sing circles around him. They had bigger, richer baritones; they sounded like men.
         He still sounded like a boy.
      

      
      But this was what worked for him—he didn’t sound like anyone else. He was a boy, and he was vulnerable (and would remain so, as long as Dolly was alive), and he could carry a tune, in both senses
         of 
both words. He made good and goddamn sure that he understood the words to every song he sang, made sure (like Mabel, like
         Billie) that his audiences knew he was telling a story. And his audiences (and especially the women in them) wanted to hear
         him telling it.
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      The iconic mug shot. Defiance, style, and the astonishing intelligence of the pale, wide-set eyes. A man with full knowledge
         of his own importance.
      

      
      A woman happened to hear him on the radio one night that spring—the WNEW wire from the Rustic Cabin, the Dance Parade. Her name was Louise Tobin, and she was a band singer herself—young, black haired, gorgeous, and newly married to a freshly
         minted young bandleader, a tall, rail-thin, hatchet-headed Texas trumpeter named Harry James. Tobin and James were in their
         room at the Lincoln Hotel, at Eighth Avenue and Forty-fourth Street; Tobin was preparing to catch a late train for a gig
         in Boston; James was lying on the bed, resting up after his appearance at the Paramount.
      

      
      Tobin was standing at the mirror, watching herself putting in an earring, wearing that abstracted look women get, holding
         the earring post in her mouth, when she heard this kid singing “Night and Day” through the Philco’s cheesy speaker. (This
         time he knew the words.) The voice stopped her. The kid had something. It wasn’t the most stupendous voice she had ever heard—the
         earring post didn’t fall from her lips—but he sounded awfully self-assured for however the hell old he was.
      

      
      “So,” Tobin recalled many years later, “I woke Harry and said, ‘Honey, you might want to hear this kid on the radio.’”
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      Frank broadcasting with the Harry James Orchestra, August 1940, at the Roseland Ballroom, New York City. Left to right: Frank,
         unidentified, band manager Pee Wee
      
      Monte, Harry James, vocalist Bernice Byers.

      
      It was a typical day in the life of a touring swing band: long. Motor down the pike from New York to Philadelphia, play a tea dance at the Benjamin Franklin Hotel, turn around, and head
         home. On the way out of Manhattan that morning, riding ahead of the band bus in his big Chrysler, Harry James had stopped
         on Riverside Drive to pick up his new girl singer, a petite seventeen-year-old dynamo from Florida with a big voice, a sparkly
         personality, and a laughably impossible 
name: Yvonne Marie Antoinette JaMais. As they rolled south through the Jersey farmlands with the band manager, Pee Wee Monte,
         at the wheel, James clacked a stick of Black Jack gum and squinted in deep thought at the problem of rechristening her for
         the stage. Rhymes with Yvonne … In a moment, he had it: Connie!
      

      
      Connie what?

      
      “Connie Haines!” he suddenly crowed. He had a high, squeaky voice and a Texas accent. The bandleader smiled in triumph: it
         went perfectly with Harry James.
      

      
      So Connie Haines it was, and as the Chrysler sped north through the New Jersey night, the newly named singer, exhausted and
         elated after a successful first engagement with the band, was amazed to see that Harry was still full of beans, bouncing around
         in the front passenger’s seat, clacking his gum, tapping in time on the dashboard to the staticky song on the radio. Suddenly
         he turned around, resting his long chin on his long fingers on the back of the seat.
      

      
      “Hey, Connie Haines,” he said with a wink. “How you doin’ back there?”

      
      Fine, she told him. Maybe a little tired.

      
      That was just what he wanted to talk to her about, he said. He wanted to make one little stop before they crossed the bridge.
         There was this boy singer he wanted to hear.
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      Harry James was the same age as Frank Sinatra—in fact he was three months younger. But even given Sinatra’s tour with Major
         Bowes, all the gigs in dumps and dives, the radio shows, the women, the arrests—James had done a lot more living in his twenty-
         three years than Sinatra had in his. To begin with, Harry Haag James was a son of the circus. His mother was a trapeze artist
         whose specialty (“The Iron Jaw”) was dangling from a wire far above the sawdust by her teeth; his father was a cornetist and
         bandmaster. Harry himself had started performing as a drummer for the Christy Brothers Circus at age three; at the tender
         
age of five, he became a contortionist known as the Human Eel. At eight he began playing the trumpet, and by the time he was
         twelve, he was leading the circus’s number-two band. At fourteen, young Harry was drinking hard and taking his pick of the
         innocent girls who came to gawk at the big top’s spectacles.
      

      
      James was a superbly gifted natural musician whom the circus had schooled to play loud, hard blues. It was a style equally
         apt for the midway and the dawning of the Swing Era in the mid-1930s. By 1935, the nineteen-year-old James was married
         to the seventeen-year-old Louise Tobin (and cheating on her every chance he could get) and playing with a band led by the
         Chicago drummer Ben Pollack; by the end of 1936, he had signed with Benny Goodman, the capo di tutti capi of American bandleaders. They made a formidable combination. On the occasion of the great clarinetist’s death in 1986, the
         San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen vividly recalled a Goodman concert of fifty years earlier as “bedlam. Gene Krupa riding his high hat
         like a dervish. Harry James puffing out his cheeks till surely they must burst, the rhythm always burning and churning and
         driving you out of your mind, and then, just when you thought nothing could get hotter, Benny’s clarinet rising like a burnished
         bird out of the tightly controlled maelstrom and soaring to the heavens, outscreaming even the crowd.”
      

      
      It was rock ’n’ roll with big-band arrangements. And two years of maximum national prominence with Goodman had turned Harry
         James into the 1930s equivalent of a rock star. He was itching to fly on his own. At the end of 1938, bankrolled by Goodman,
         the trumpeter started his own outfit, Harry James and His Music Makers.
      

      
      Musical gods were different then. For one thing, teenagers of that era didn’t demand that their musical idols be, or look
         like, teenagers. By the spring of 1939, Harry James was a very famous, accomplished, and self-assured twenty-three-year-old—and with his hawk nose, piercing blue eyes, pencil mustache, and big-shoulder suits, he didn’t remotely resemble any
         twenty-three-year-old we would recognize today. At twenty-three he looked as if he were well into his thirties. He 
had star quality to burn, and when he strode into the Rustic Cabin that blossom-heavy night in early June 1939, the crowd
         parted before him like the Red Sea before Moses.
      

      
      The Cabin’s owner, Harry Nichols, came up, grinning, his cigar hanging from his lower lip, and told James to take any table
         he’d like. Drinks on the house, of course.
      

      
      James winked at him. How about that boy singer his wife had heard on the radio the other night? Was he here?

      
      Nichols frowned. “We don’t have a singer,” he said.

      
      James frowned back. “That’s not what I heard.”

      
      “Well, we do have an emcee who sings a little bit…”

      
      “This very thin guy with swept-back greasy hair had been waiting tables,” James recalled many years later. “Suddenly he took
         off his apron and climbed onto the stage. He’d sung only eight bars when I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rising. I
         knew he was destined to be a great vocalist.”
      

      
      This has all the verisimilitude of an MGM musical, and the tin-can ring of hindsight, but Harry James surely heard something
         that night, especially if, as he later reported, Sinatra really performed Cole Porter’s notoriously difficult, 108-bar epic
         “Begin the Beguine.” Any twenty-three-year-old who could bring that off would indeed be something special. But in a way it doesn’t matter what Sinatra sang that night—it was the way he sang
         it, the voice itself, that got Harry James where he lived.
      

      
      “It’s an interesting thing,” the singer and musicologist Michael Feinstein says. “You can look at the vibration of somebody’s
         voice on a machine—whatever the machines are called—and it looks like this; someone else’s voice will look the same. You can
         match up graphs that look the same, but they don’t sound the same. The point is that there is something that cannot be defined
         in any way scientifically.
      

      
      “You can’t explain what it is about the sound of Sinatra’s voice,” Feinstein says. “I mean, you can try, and you can get very
         poetic in describing it. But there is something there that is transcendent, that 
simply exists in his instrument. He developed it, he honed it, he understood it himself, he knew what he could do, and he
         used it to his best advantage. That was something that people responded to.”
      

      
      The voice was still developing in the spring of 1939—it would continue to develop for the next fifty years. It wasn’t as rich
         as it would be even five years later. But its DNA was there, the indefinable something composed of loneliness and need and
         infinite ambition and storytelling intelligence and intense musicality and Hoboken and Dolly herself, the thing that made
         him entirely different from every other singer who had ever opened his mouth.
      

      
      And Frank Sinatra had one more astounding thing at twenty-three: a plan. He was going to knock over Crosby. He knew it in
         the pit of his gut. Not even Nancy knew the true height of his hubris.
      

      
      Harry James, believing that whatever Sinatra had was worth signing him up for, offered him a contract on the spot: $75 a week.
         It was quite an offer: three times what Sinatra was currently making, more than he and Nancy were earning together. What James
         neglected to mention was that there were some weeks (he wasn’t especially good with money) when he didn’t have $75 to his
         name.
      

      
      Since Harry had created Connie Haines that morning, he was feeling lucky. Sinatra was too Eye-talian, he said. How about
         Frankie Satin? It went nice with that nice smooth voice of his.
      

      
      Just a moment before, Sinatra recalled in later years, he had been grasping James by the arm, incredulous at the offer, making
         sure his main chance didn’t get away. Now, as Connie Haines remembered sharply sixty-seven years after that night, the singer’s
         eyes went cold. “Frank told Harry, ‘You want the singer, take the name,’” Haines said. “And walked away.”
      

      
      Sinatra had good reason to be insulted. His father’s boxing alias, Marty O’Brien, had been not a whim but a forced decision:
         an Italian surname would have gotten him barred from training gyms. In perception and reality, the Irish stood above the Italians
         on the American social ladder, a heavy foot firmly planted on all upturned faces. Even as 
late as the 1940s, the Italian-American author Gay Talese recalled, “The Irish kids were the ones who called me ‘wop.’”
         And as Pete Hamill, a Sinatra friend who has analyzed the underheated melting pot from the Irish-American point of view,
         wrote: “In those days it would not have been strange for a boy to believe that the man was ashamed of being Italian. His father’s
         split identity surely explains, at least in part, Sinatra’s…vehemence about keeping his own name when Harry James wanted to
         change it.”
      

      
      Sinatra had already tried an anglicized stage name—Frankie Trent—very briefly, a couple of years before. Very briefly because
         once Dolly got wind of it, she gave him both barrels—maybe she hit him with the bat. In any case, while “Frankie Trent” was
         bad enough, “Frankie Satin” was much, much worse—it made “Connie Haines” look like sheer genius. It wasn’t even anglicized;
         it was 100 percent corn oil. As Sinatra told Hamill, “Can you imagine? Is that a name or is that a name? ‘Now playing in the
         lounge, ladies and gennulmen, the one an’ only Frankie Satin’… If I’d’ve done that, I’d be working cruise ships today.”
      

      
      But when Frank walked away, James came right after him. The defiantly unrenamed Frank Sinatra joined the Music Makers on June
         30, as they opened a weeklong engagement at the Hippodrome in Baltimore. He was so new that he wasn’t even listed on the bill.
         Still, some girls in the audience quickly got the idea. “After the first show, the screaming started in the theater, and those
         girls came backstage,” Connie Haines told Peter J. Levinson for his Harry James biography, Trumpet Blues. “There were about twenty of them…it happened, it was real, it was not a gimmick.”
      

      
      Not a gimmick at all. The Voice—might as well start capitalizing it here—was simply working its spooky subliminal magic. Did
         it help that the singer was clearly in need of a good meal, that his mouth was voluptuously beautiful, that his eyes were
         attractively wide with fear and excitement, that he knowingly threw a little catch, a vulnerable vocal stutter, into his voice
         on the slow ballads? It helped. It whipped 
into a frenzy the visceral excitement that his sound had started. But the sound came first. There was simply nothing like
         it.
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      The singer was a genius, the trumpeter-leader a kind of genius. The band was terrific (and light-years from the rinky-dink
         six-piece outfit at the Rustic Cabin). The world would fall at both men’s feet in a few years. But not everyone was thrilled
         at first: both Sinatra and Harry James seemed to be simply ahead of their time. James blew hot and hard, a style that delighted
         critics —Down Beat had voted him America’s number-one trumpeter in 1937, over the headiest of competition: Louis Armstrong, Bunny Berigan,
         and Roy Eldridge—but didn’t always sit well with country-club and society-ballroom and nightclub audiences. They didn’t
         want to listen; they wanted to dance close and slow, and go home and make babies who would grow up and go to country clubs and society ballrooms
         and dance close and slow…A nice society band, a Lawrence Welk or an Eddy Duchin outfit, was simply more adequate to the purpose
         than a group that made you sit up and take notice.
      

      
      And Frank Sinatra—well, Sinatra, for his part, was an acquired taste at first. Especially for the critics. When the band played
         the Roseland Ballroom on West Fifty-second Street in the summer of 1939, Sinatra begged the Music Makers’ road manager, Gerry
         Barrett, to beg George T. Simon, Metronome’s influential critic, for a decent review. The dutiful Barrett all but tackled Simon as he was leaving the building. “Please give the new boy singer a good write-up because he wants it more than anybody I’ve ever seen and we want to keep him happy,”
         he said.
      

      
      Simon (whose brother Richard would found Simon & Schuster, and in a few years father a daughter named Carly, who would herself
         grow up to do some singing) more or less complied. In his review he effused over James’s “sensational, intense style,” and
         went on to praise the saxophonist Dave Matthews, the drummer Ralph Hawkins, and 
the arranger Andy Gibson. Then and only then did Simon give a nod to “the pleasing vocals of Frank Sinatra, whose easy phrasing
         is especially commendable.”
      

      
      But even if the mention was obligatory (and lukewarm), it contained an important kernel of truth. When it came to that mysterious
         quantity known as phrasing—the emotional essence of all speech, sung or spoken—Frank Sinatra had a unique ability, composed
         of innate talent, very hard work, and the irrepressible obtrusion of his unruly soul. Easy? There was nothing remotely easy
         about any molecule of his being, especially his phrasing. Maybe what George T. Simon should have said was that, like Joltin’
         Joe DiMaggio swinging a bat, Sinatra made it look easy.
      

      
      A quarter century later, Simon wrote in Billboard what he really thought of Sinatra that night: “He sounded somewhat like a shy boy out on his first date—gentle, tender but
         frightfully unsure of himself.” Be that as it may, when the Music Makers hit the Panther Room of the Hotel Sherman in Chicago
         a couple of weeks after the Roseland gig, Betty Grable, whose star was rising in Hollywood (and who would in a few years replace
         Louise Tobin as Mrs. Harry James), dragooned a young reporter named James Bacon into going to hear Sinatra. Bacon had never
         heard of the guy. “I’ll never forget,” he recalled years later. “The minute Sinatra started singing, every girl left her partner
         on the dance floor and crowded around the microphone on the bandstand. He was so skinny, the microphone almost obscured him.”
      

      
      Afterward, Bacon congratulated Harry James on his new boy singer. “Not so loud,” James replied. “The kid’s name is Sinatra.
         He considers himself the greatest vocalist in the business. Get that! No one ever heard of him. He’s never had a hit record.
         He looks like a wet rag. But he says he is the greatest. If he hears you compliment him, he’ll demand a raise tonight.”
      

      
      Frank Sinatra was anything but unsure of himself. Along with his abilities, the other thing he was certain of was precisely
         how the girls liked him to sound. The boys didn’t always agree. During the Chicago 
stand, a Billboard reviewer wrote that Sinatra sang “the torchy ballads in a pleasing way in good voice,” but then went on: “He touches the
         songs with a little too much pash, which is not all convincing.”
      

      
      Or maybe all that pash was simply unsettling because it was so new. Among the smooth-as-silk baritones of the day, led by
         Crosby, Sinatra was an anomaly, a hot artist rather than a cool one, a harbinger of his own singular future.
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      Harry James, too, was a hot artist: a hepcat, a weed-puffing wild man. He was also a strangely self-defeating character—alcoholic,
         remote, and persistently broke. That summer, he lost everything he had in a settlement over an auto accident. (Connie Haines,
         whose salary he could no longer afford, had to leave.) And in a country crowded with big-band talent—Tommy Dorsey, Benny
         Goodman, Charlie Barnet, Count Basie, Jimmy Dorsey, Duke Ellington, Bob Crosby, Jimmie Lunceford, Glenn Miller, and Artie
         Shaw were all crisscrossing the land with their outfits in the swinging late 1930s—James was having a hard time making a go
         of it. Some nights, as the Music Makers worked their way westward, the band only pulled down $350—and that had to pay seventeen
         band members and a bus driver, not to mention defray food, gas, and accommodations. There were times the outfit seemed snakebit.
         Other bands had hit records; Harry James couldn’t catch a break. Meanwhile, a music-business brouhaha—the three-way royalty
         beef between ASCAP, the American Federation of Musicians, and the radio stations, a dispute that led ASCAP to ban radio performances
         of all the songs it licensed—didn’t help.
      

      
      Frank Sinatra, who would record over thirteen hundred songs in his career, cut just ten sides in his six months with the Harry
         James band. The first time he went into the Brunswick studios at 550 Fifth Avenue—the date was July 13, 1939—was only the
         second time he had ever set foot in a recording studio. In all, Sinatra and James recorded three times in New York that summer
         (subsequent sessions would take 
place in Chicago in October and Los Angeles in November), on each occasion laying down two sides of a 78-rpm platter. The
         third session took place on Thursday, August 31, the day before the Nazis stormed through Poland—cool and cloudy in Manhattan;
         double-decker buses cruising up Fifth Avenue; big fans whirring in the studio. That day the Music Makers recorded one take
         of a soupy, utterly forgettable Frank Loesser ballad called “Here Comes the Night” (“Here comes the night, my cloak of blue
         / Here comes the night, with dreams of you”) and two takes of a new song by Arthur Altman and Jack Lawrence. The number was
         called “All or Nothing At All.”
      

      
      It is impossible to listen to the song today and not think of all it would become: a huge hit, a trademark tune for Sinatra,
         a cliché so delicious that the animator Tex Avery would put singer and song in an MGM cartoon (in which a skunk dressed as
         Frankie croons it to a bunch of swooning bunnies).
      

      
      It was not a great song. But it was a powerful song of the period, and an exceptional one: rather than just taking a chorus
         in the middle, as was customary with band vocalists of the era, Sinatra vocalized all the way through, to powerful and passionate
         effect. He was in great voice, his breath control was superb, and the twenty-three-year-old’s assurance, against the rock-
         solid background of James’s band, was extraordinary. There were minor gaffes: On both “half a love never appealed to me” and
         “if your heart never could yield to me,” his dentalization of the t in “to” is so extreme as to be laughable—that t could have walked straight off the graveyard shift at the Tietjen and Lang shipyards. And for a heart-stopping half second
         on the final, operatic high F (“all—or nothing at alllllll!”), Sinatra’s voice, at the height of passion, slips upward, a half note sharp.
      

      
      And yet he had laid down a track for the ages, and on his seventh time out.1

      
      Meanwhile, his boss simply couldn’t catch a break. Harry James’s management, the Music Corporation of America, didn’t know
         what to do with him. Bookings were scattershot. The band’s morale was sinking 
fast. Then, while the Music Makers played the Hotel Sherman, James finally got some good news: MCA had landed them a big gig
         at a big venue, the famed Palomar Ballroom in Los Angeles, where Benny Goodman and his band had started the Swing Era overnight
         with a fabled performance in August 1935. There were smiles on the bandstand at last.
      

      
      On October 4, 1939, the Palomar burned to the ground. (Charlie Barnet lost all his orchestrations, barely escaped with his
         life.) When Harry James’s band bus pulled out of Chicago ten days later, it must have felt a little like the Flying Dutchman.
      

      
      Frank Sinatra wasn’t on the bus. Rather, he and his young wife had traveled west in his green Chrysler convertible. As the
         self-professed greatest vocalist in the business, Sinatra would have appreciated the symbolic value of separateness, not
         to mention the convenience of having his own wheels. Yet as an already established cocksman, with an already shaky commitment
         to the institution of marriage (“an institute you can’t disparage,” he would sing, jauntily, in 1955—at a moment when his
         second marriage had collapsed irreparably and he was entering his longest period of bachelorhood), he had to have felt ambivalent,
         at the very least, about taking the little woman along on the road.
      

      
      But there is every likelihood that the dignified and self-assured Nancy Sinatra simply demanded it. She had seen the girls
         clustering around the microphone. And there was something else: in October 1939, she was just a little bit pregnant.
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      The band’s spirits had nowhere to go but up. And morale soared when, after the Palomar fire, MCA snagged the Music Makers
         an alternate engagement, at a Beverly Hills dining and dancing establishment called Victor Hugo’s, run by a character named
         Hugo Aleidas. Unfortunately, the restaurant turned out to be a small stuffy joint, with canaries in gilt cages decorating
         the room: the kind of place where dulcet society bands like Guy Lombardo’s fit in just fine. Harry’s band didn’t 
just play hot and sweet, they played loud. At first the management tried erecting a canopy over the bandstand to muffle the sound. When that proved insufficient, the
         horn players were asked to stuff cloth napkins into the bells of their instruments. By the end of the week, customers were
         voting with their feet—James, Sinatra, and company were playing to half-full houses. Finally, even Sinatra’s ballads were
         to no avail: one night, while he was in the middle of “All or Nothing At All,” no less, Aleidas ran out onto the dance floor,
         waving his arms and shouting, “Stop! No more! Enough!” To add insult to injury, and to underline Harry James’s perfectly bad
         business luck, the owner refused to pay the band.
      

      
      Things were so bad that the Music Makers had to bunk together, wherever they could hang their hats. Frank and Nancy shared
         a two-bedroom apartment in Hollywood with the diminutive drummer Mickey Scrima. The whole band came over for meals. Nancy
         cooked spaghetti and franks and beans for the musicians, including Harry. It was a desperate period; strikingly, though, both
         Nancy and Frank would also later remember it as one of the happiest times of their life together.
      

      
      And, seen through the lens of nostalgia, it was. Everything was simple, because they had nothing. The road lay ahead of them—beckoning,
         shining.
      

      
      But in that moment of loving his wife and the baby inside her, Sinatra felt a growing desperation. He had the goods and he
         knew it, and here he was eating franks and beans with Harry James, who weighed what he did but was six inches taller. He had
         learned a lot from Harry James—he loved Harry James. But he knew he needed to get out.
      

      
      He dreamed of singing with Benny Goodman or Count Basie, the way Billie had, or even Tommy Dorsey, who ran the Rolls-Royce
         of bands and really knew how to feature singers.
      

      
      In the meantime, the road was no place for a young wife—especially if the wife was pregnant and the band was broke. Frankie
         sold the Chrysler and, amid many tears, put Nancy on a train back east. 
Every penny they had after buying her ticket was in her purse. As the Super Chief pulled out of Union Station, she pointed
         at him, crying: he’d better be good.
      

      
      He nodded, crying too. He would try, for her and the baby. In his fashion.

      
      The Music Makers were limping home. MCA managed to get them a week at a Los Angeles movie house and another week at the Golden
         Gate Theatre in San Francisco, but then came the interminable drive over the Rockies and the Great Plains, the one-nighters
         in Denver and Des Moines and Dubuque. They lived on hot dogs and Cokes and candy bars, flirted halfheartedly with the local
         girls as they headed toward their next stand: a week at the Chicago Theatre, and a Christmas benefit thrown by the mayor of
         the Windy City, Boss Edward J. Kelly. Riding, riding through the night. As the rest of the band played cards and laughed or
         told dirty jokes or slept and snored, Sinatra sat by himself in the back of the bus, his jacket folded over his eyes, with
         one thought in mind, over the Rockies, across the Great Plains, across the unendingly huge country that did not yet lie at
         his feet but would: on the bill at the Chicago Theatre would be Tommy Dorsey.
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      Summit. Frank, Buddy Rich, Tommy Dorsey, circa 1941.

      
      He was one tough son of a bitch, the second son of a horn-playing family from the coal-mining hills of eastern Pennsylvania,
         one of the starkest places on earth. His father, Tom Dorsey Sr., was self-taught on cornet and four other instruments, and
         an even tougher son of a bitch than his sons. Pop Dorsey had used his musical skills to escape the mines, had dragged himself
         up by his bootstraps from the worst job in the world, and was damned if his sons would have to go 
down in those black pits. So he pushed them, bullied them really, to learn their instruments: Jimmy, the saxophone, and Tom
         junior, the trombone. And they learned well, both boys, they were brilliant musicians like their dad, but like their dad they
         also had the devil in them, a taste for alcohol and a deep black anger, as black as the coal in the mines, as old as Ireland,
         as explosive as TNT. They got into fistfights with anyone they had to, and many they didn’t have to, and they fought each
         other, too. They vied for supremacy, Tommy refusing to accept the role of the second son, giving his older brother no deference.
         They loved each other, but perhaps hated each other a little more.
      

      
      The brothers played together (and fought together) in dozens of bands as they came up during the 1920s and 1930s: the Scranton
         Sirens and Jean Goldkette’s band (with an insanely talented, desperately alcoholic cornetist named Bix Beiderbecke) and Paul
         Whiteman’s; then, against all emotional logic, they formed their own outfit, the Dorsey Brothers Orchestra, and fought some
         more, and then, as the Swing Era was getting started in 1935, Tommy couldn’t take the fighting anymore, and walked out to
         start on his own.
      

      
      He was just thirty, but thirty was more like forty in those days, and coming from where he’d come from, and having done what
         he’d done, Tommy Dorsey had a hundred thousand miles on him. He was five ten and ramrod straight, with a square, pitiless
         face, a hawk nose, cold blue eyes behind little round glasses. He looked just like a high-school music teacher—he knew it,
         others knew it, and he tried to shift the impression by dressing more elegantly than other bandleaders (he had an immense
         wardrobe, over sixty suits) and standing taller (he wore lifts in his shoes, and tended to pose for the camera with his trombone
         slide extended alongside himself, to emphasize the vertical line). His ambition was titanic, his discipline incomparable.
         He could (and often did) drink himself into a stupor after a gig, sleep three hours, then get up at 6:00 a.m., play golf,
         and be fresh as a daisy for the day’s work. No matter how long the road trip or how taxing the engagement, he was never seen
         in rumpled clothes. He did precisely what he wanted, when 
he wanted, took shit from nobody, and played an absolutely gorgeous trombone. “He could do something with a trombone that
         no one had ever done before,” said Artie Shaw, who was stingy with compliments. “He made it into a singing instrument … Before
         that it was a blatting instrument.”
      

      
      Dorsey had a massive rib cage and extraordinary lung power. He could play an unbelievable thirty-two-bar legato. And yet
         he hopelessly idolized the legendary Texas trombonist and vocalist Jack Teagarden, a great jazz artist, a man who could transform
         a song into something new and sublime and dangerous. Dorsey didn’t transform: he ornamented; he amplified. It was a quibble,
         really, but not in Dorsey’s mind. There was something about himself—there were a few things—that he didn’t like. When he thought
         about Teagarden, the pure artist, he would pour himself another drink, turn mean as a snake, go looking for somebody to punch
         out.1 But when he blew those glorious solos, measure after silken measure seemingly without a pause for breath, you forgot about
         jazz: Tommy Dorsey made his own rules.
      

      
      Still, jazz dominated the mid-1930s. The bad, scared days of the Depression were starting to give way to the optimism of
         the New Deal; people wanted to dance. The black bands of Count Basie, Duke Ellington, and Jimmie Lunceford were wildly swinging
         and innovative, and Benny Goodman—who was soon to break the color barrier by hiring Teddy Wilson, Lionel Hampton, and Charlie
         Christian—wasn’t far behind.
      

      
      Then there was Tommy Dorsey, whose theme song, “I’m Getting Sentimental over You,” spoke for itself; he also had a deliciously
         corny nickname, the Sentimental Gentleman of Swing. For three years he entranced the fox-trotting masses with his long sweet
         solos. But swing grew hotter as the 1940s approached—even Glenn Miller’s band was starting to sound punchier—and the critics
         began to carp about Dorsey’s monotonous mellowness. The truth is, Tommy Dorsey was starting to get bored with himself. Any
         sentimentality that he possessed was buried under layers of toughness and anger. Nor was he—except when 
the microphone was on—particularly gentlemanly. Before his public grew bored too, the ever restless, insatiably ambitious
         bandleader decided to make some changes.
      

      
      And 1939 was a year for change. Dorsey’s first move was his most radical: that summer, he hired away Jimmie Lunceford’s genius
         arranger, Melvin James “Sy” Oliver. Other white bands had used black arrangers before: Fletcher Henderson was the secret of
         Benny Goodman’s success. Tommy Dorsey needed some similar magic, and with Sy Oliver he got it. The immediate and dramatic
         result of the new acquisition, as Peter J. Levinson noted in Tommy Dorsey: Livin’ in a Great Big Way, was that “the Dorsey band … became a magnet for jazz musicians who noticed the difference Oliver’s presence made.”
      

      
      One of those musicians was the ace trumpeter Zeke Zarchy. Another was the percussively and temperamentally explosive twenty-
         two-year-old drummer Buddy Rich, who had become a national phenomenon that year while playing for Artie Shaw’s band. Rich
         had first performed onstage at the age of eighteen months, a percussion prodigy of Mozartean éclat (complete with a pushy,
         less-talented stage father) known as Traps, the Drum Wonder. The famously temperamental Shaw and the volatile, egomaniacal
         Rich were bound to clash, and clash they did, when Shaw accused Rich—of all things—of not being a team player. Of course Buddy
         Rich wasn’t a team player: he was a force of nature, a law unto himself, a hard-drumming whirlwind who could give Gene Krupa
         a run for his money anytime. In November, Rich magnanimously accepted Dorsey’s offer of $750 a week—a fortune then—and joined
         the band at its engagement at the Palmer House in Chicago.
      

      
      Buddy Rich loved Tommy Dorsey’s playing (“the greatest melodic trombone player that ever lived. Absolutely”) and detested
         him personally. Many others felt the same way. Dorsey was really more a dictator than a leader, a martinet who ran an almost
         militarily rigid organization, enforcing proper dress and decorum, fining or firing violators for drinking or smoking marijuana.
         (Dorsey’s own heavy drinking and womanizing—he 
had a wife at home in New Jersey, but was carrying on an affair with his girl singer, Edythe Wright—were theoretically beside
         the point.) Physically powerful and fearless, he had literally thrown offenders off the band bus. The object wasn’t petty
         discipline but tight playing and—always—commercial success. He was renowned for firing his entire trumpet section (somehow
         it was always the trumpet section) if their playing didn’t come up to snuff. His musicians, most of them in their twenties,
         called him the Old Man. In November 1939, Tommy Dorsey had just turned thirty-four.
      

      
      In his own way, Jack Leonard was another part of the musical storm forming around the Dorsey band in the late fall of 1939.
         Over the years, it has become accepted wisdom that Dorsey’s silky-voiced young baritone had grown restless and wanted to
         go out on his own. In fact Leonard was restless with his domineering boss. Dorsey had learned a cold and cutting wit from
         his tough family, and was free with it on and off the bandstand. His musicians learned to take it when he dished it out. But
         one night at the Palmer House, Jack Leonard, who had been with the band since he was nineteen, who had crisscrossed the country
         many times, his bladder ready to burst (it was rumored Dorsey didn’t have one) in the ice-cold or baking-hot band bus, who
         had dutifully laid down the workmanlike vocals on forty-two Dorsey recordings, who had felt the Old Man’s occasional warmth,
         but—more often—suffered his tongue-lashings, had simply had it. He walked off the bandstand, took a deep breath—free!—and
         left for good.
      

      
      It wasn’t easy: at times, Dorsey had been like a father to him. They’d had one of their warm moments a couple of months before,
         as leader and singer drove out to Dorsey’s country house in New Jersey after a gig at the Hotel Pennsylvania roof in Manhattan.
         Basking in the Old Man’s presence, late at night in the car, Leonard felt expansive. He asked Dorsey if he’d happened to catch
         Harry James’s new boy singer on the radio—each afternoon, before the evening gig at the Roseland, the Music Makers were broadcasting
         from the World’s Fair, out in Flushing. “They’ve got this new kid, Tommy, singing ‘All or Nothing At All.’ Have you heard
         him?”
      

      

      
      At the wheel, Dorsey shook his head. “Uh-uh.”

      “Well,” Leonard said, “this kid really knocks it out of the park. In fact,
         if you want to know the truth, he scares the hell out of me. He’s that good.”
      

      
      Dorsey had cause to remember the conversation soon after Leonard walked out. One night in Chicago, the bandleader was having
         dinner with a pal named Jimmy Hilliard, the music supervisor for CBS, and bemoaning his boy-singer problem. “Have you heard
         the skinny kid who’s singing with Harry James?” Hilliard asked. “He’s nothing to look at, but he’s got a sound! Harry can’t
         be paying him much—maybe you can take him away.”
      

      
      Dorsey had quickly filled the breach caused by Leonard’s departure with a baritone named Alan DeWitt. But DeWitt was merely
         adequate, and Tommy Dorsey wasn’t interested in adequacy.
      

      
      Then he heard Sinatra for himself.

      
      The band was filing through the lobby of the Palmer House when a radio playing stopped Dorsey in his tracks. The song was
         “All or Nothing At All.” He beckoned to his clarinetist, Johnny Mince. “Come here, Johnny, I want you to hear something,”
         Dorsey said. “What do you think?”
      

      
      The next night he sent his manager, Bobby Burns, to Mayor Kelly’s Christmas party to hear the Music Makers. After the performance,
         Burns slipped Harry James’s boy singer a note scribbled on a strip torn from a sandwich bag. Frank Sinatra’s heart thumped
         hard when he saw the pencil scrawl on the grease-spotted brown paper: the note indicated Dorsey’s suite number at the Palmer
         House and the time Frank should show up. Sinatra saved that scrap of paper for a long time.
      

      
      It was a careful dance, the kind of unspoken minuet men do when approaching each other on a matter of importance. Sinatra
         had been aware, with each mile Harry James’s rickety band bus traveled eastward, of Dorsey’s looming presence in Chicago:
         it was like entering the gravitational field of an enormous dark star. And Dorsey, always calculating, had registered something
         when Jack Leonard made his offhand comment that night in the car on the way to Bernardsville. 
The something moved a click when Jimmy Hilliard mentioned Sinatra, then clicked into place when Dorsey heard that song on
         the radio: he had already met this kid once.
      

      
      Sinatra, of course, remembered the occasion intimately, as one of his great gaffes, like spilling a drink on a pretty girl’s
         dress or calling someone important by the wrong name: he had frozen up in the great man’s presence. It was one thing to be
         trying out for a new band—Bob Chester was a nice kid—it was quite another to have Himself walk in. He could freeze you with
         a stare, that cold puss of his. Sinatra still blushed just thinking about it.
      

      
      This would be Frank’s one and only chance to set things right, his one and only second chance with the great man, and it must,
         it must go right. There would be no third chance. He slept barely at all that night, for thinking of Tommy Dorsey’s tough
         face and his perfect suits and, most of all, his gorgeous sound, those long, beautiful melody lines that backed a singer the
         way the purple velvet in a jewel box backed a diamond bracelet …
      

      
      At 2:00 p.m. on the dot, Dorsey greeted Frank at the door of his suite, wearing a silk dressing gown over suit pants, shirt,
         and a tie. He exuded a manly whiff of Courtley cologne. His square gold cuff links were engraved TD.
      

      
      Sinatra felt weak in the knees.

      
      A strong handshake and that icy stare, from slightly above, with the very faintest of smiles. “Yes, I remember that day when
         you couldn’t get out the words.”
      

      
      And damned if it didn’t almost happen again: Frank’s mouth fell open, and for a second nothing came out. He had to clear his
         throat to get his heart started again, and with that sound, miraculously, a sentence emerged.
      

      
      Well, he’d been pretty nervous that day. He was pretty nervous today, too.

      
      The smile warmed just a degree or two.

      
      Dorsey told Frank to call him Tommy. He told him he’d like to hear him sing. Did Frank think he could manage that?

      

      
      He had a few of the boys waiting up in the ballroom, Dorsey said. Did Frank know “Marie”?

      
      Frank had only heard Jack Leonard sing it about a million times with that band behind him, had only imagined himself in Leonard’s
         place about a million times. And Sinatra knew he could leave Jack Leonard in the dust. If he could get the words out.
      

      
      And that was what Tommy Dorsey heard that afternoon in the Palmer House ballroom, as Sinatra stood by the piano, not nervous
         at all now, but as excited to be following Dorsey’s dazzling trombone lead-in as he had ever been excited by a widespread
         pair of silky thighs … And you can hear it too, if you listen, back-to-back, to Jack Leonard performing “Marie” on disc
         2 of the Tommy Dorsey Centennial Collection and Frank Sinatra singing the number with the Dorsey band on disc 5 of The Song Is You. First comes Leonard’s strictly serviceable, utterly forgettable vocal, a pallid instrument among more interesting instruments,
         a lead-in, really, to the main event, Bunny Berigan’s astonishing trumpet solo.
      

      
      Then comes Sinatra. Or rather, first comes Dorsey’s trombone chorus, and then the rather startling sound of the bandleader’s
         waspish voice speaking a corny intro: “Fame and fortune. [Fame and Fortune was the name of the NBC radio show on which the song was being broadcast.] One simple little melody may turn the trick. I
         know—for you’re listening to the tune that had a great deal to do with sending us on our way to fame. And here to bring you
         a listening thrill is Frank Sinatra, to sing the ever-popular ‘Marie.’ All right, Frank, take it.”
      

      
      Frank takes it. Crooning the melody against the rollicking background of the band’s chanted antiphony (“On a night like this
         / We go pettin’ in the park … Livin’ in a great big way / Oh, mama!”), a background that would have overwhelmed a lesser artist,
         Sinatra sings with superb authority and subtle swing, having his sweet way with the rhythm and generally making you feel as
         if he were letting you in on a story he might have just made up then and there.
      

      
      Dorsey nodded, almost smiling, as Sinatra sang his audition; seeing his reaction, Sinatra smiled and sang even better.

      

      
      When Frank was done, Tommy told him he wanted him to come sing with the band. If Harry would let him go. Dorsey couldn’t pay
         him a lot to begin with—just seventy-five a week—but they could talk later.
      

      
      Sinatra didn’t even hear the figure. He only registered the first sentence: I’d like you to come sing with the band. The Dorsey band. He called Nancy from a phone booth in the Palmer House lobby. The distant phone rang, then Nancy answered,
         far away. She sounded alarmed to hear his voice—but it was good news, he told her. The best.
      

      
      What about Harry? she asked.

      
      And of course she was right. Nancy, ever practical and straightforward, was always right. And he was wrong so much of the
         time … except about what he knew he needed.
      

      
      Harry was in his hotel room with the door open, sitting back in an easy chair reading Metronome, his long legs resting on the bed. His socks had pictures of clocks on them. Sinatra walked right in. A room-service tray
         full of dirty dishes sat on the table. Through the bathroom door, Frank noticed—though Louise was still on the road—a pair
         of nylons hanging on the shower-curtain rod. The bandleader turned the pages of the magazine and chewed his Black Jack gum,
         not looking up. Frank stood for a moment, then walked out in the hall and came back in. No response. He left, counted to twenty,
         and entered again.
      

      
      Finally, James put down the magazine and asked his singer what was eating him.

      
      Sinatra told Harry that he’d rather open a vein than say what he was about to say. Then he said it.
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