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  AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE 2015 EDITION




  I wrote the first draft of this book almost twenty years ago. It was November 1996 when I finished the manuscript. A year later, in November 1997, the first edition of

  Sinatra: Behind the Legend was published.




  I had met Mr. Sinatra four times backstage at concerts in Los Angeles and Las Vegas in the 1980s. While those sorts of meet-and-greet moments after a performance are never fully satisfying, the

  four opportunities I had to shake the man’s hand and tell him how much he meant to me and my Italian-American family were nevertheless thrilling. “Thank you for saying that,” he

  told me after his show that opened the new Universal Amphitheatre in Los Angeles on July 30, 1982. The concert also starred his daughter Nancy. “I really appreciate it. Always a pleasure to

  meet another dago,” he added with a chuckle. “Dad!” Nancy exclaimed. “How do you know this guy’s not gonna write that you called him a dago?” She was kidding;

  Frank laughed at the joke. “’Cause the little dago knows better than to go dere,” he said, winking at me. (I did know better, which is why I waited thirty-two years to share this

  anecdote!)




  Immersing myself in his life and times for this book made me feel an even closer connection to Frank, but of course I wanted a full interview with the man himself. I tried in 1996 and again in

  1997 while I was writing the book, but he was so ill during that time, it proved impossible. “It’s just not going to happen,” his first wife, Nancy, told me. “I think maybe

  you’re a few years too late.” I understood, of course.




  There’s no telling where a biographer’s quest for information will take him, and what sorts of characters will cross his path in the course of that adventure. Working on this book

  led me to interview a number of bizarre and colorful figures, including the man who kidnapped Frank Sinatra Jr.




  I was about seven when I heard that Frank Sinatra’s son had been kidnapped. Maybe because I’d also heard a little about Sinatra’s alleged mob ties from my Italian-American

  grandparents, I recall thinking to myself, “What kind of dope would kidnap Frank Sinatra’s kid?” As a youngster, I couldn’t quite grasp the seriousness of the

  situation. But as a grown man, I was determined to better understand it. When I found Barry Keenan, he had never before told his story, other than in the form of testimony at his trial. It was a

  powerful experience for me to hear a blow-by-blow account of one of the most high-profile crimes of the 1960s from the kidnapper himself—all of which you will find in these pages.




  In May 1998, about six months after Sinatra: Behind the Legend was published, I was still promoting it on television programs when Frank passed away. The book was reissued at that time,

  again in hardcover, as Sinatra: A Complete Life. After the publication of that reissue, many people contacted me to tell me that I’d “missed” them in my research. While the

  goal of any biographer is to interview as many sources as possible, it’s impractical to locate every person who ever had contact with a subject. (As it was, my researchers and I found more

  than four hundred.)




  Happy that so many new sources had reached out to me, in January 1999, I began working on a revised edition, interviewing individuals such as Frank’s longtime valet, George Jacobs (with

  whom I conducted three interviews). Additionally, I went back to the tapes of interviews from years ago and extracted new material from them. However, before that edition (which would have been

  issued in paperback) had a chance to see the light of day, my publisher went out of business. Therefore, other than the hardcover edition from 1998, this book has not been available since that

  time. Now, eighteen years later, I am proud to finally bring forth a fully revised and updated edition of Sinatra: Behind the Legend, published to coincide with what would have been Frank

  Sinatra’s centenary birthday.




   




  J. Randy Taraborrelli




  Summer 2015




  





  PREFACE




  

    

      I think I would like to be remembered as a man who brought an innovation to popular singing, a peculiar, unique fashion that I wish one of these days somebody would learn to

      do so it doesn’t die where it is. I would like to be remembered as a man who had a wonderful time living his life and who had good friends, a fine family, and I don’t think I could

      ask for anything more than that, actually. I think that would do it.




      —Frank Sinatra to Walter Cronkite, November 16, 1965


    


  




  Frank Sinatra was like a flawed diamond—brilliant on the surface, imperfect beneath. Of course, it was those flaws, those hidden complexities, that made him human, and in

  many ways defined his persona. If one really wants to understand Frank, though, one must travel from lower Manhattan across the Hudson River to Hoboken, New Jersey, where Sinatra is a hometown

  hero.




  Everyone in Hoboken seems to know someone who knew someone else who once knew Frank or his family. Every Italian bartender, delicatessen owner, dry cleaner, pizzeria worker, and thrift store

  proprietor over the age of fifty seems to have a good Sinatra story, a juicy Sinatra rumor, or an inconsequential Sinatra anecdote about that time he or she ran into the man himself and rubbed

  shoulders with greatness. In Hoboken, the Sinatra tales flow freely.




  Frank Sinatra was the most famous person who ever came from Hoboken. They still love him there and they’re still proud of him. One can see it in their eyes when they speak of him, when

  they pull from their wallets a dog-eared photograph they took “at Frankie’s brilliant concert at the Latin Casino in Cherry Hill, New Jersey,” or when they play that special

  Sinatra tune on the bar’s jukebox, the one they danced to at their wedding and that their own children and grandchildren will dance to at theirs . . . the one that still brings tears to their

  eyes.




  When in Hoboken—a city whose Park Avenue library has a glass-encased second-floor shrine to Sinatra filled with an impressive trove of memorabilia—a Sinatra biographer has to sift

  through the legends to find the real facts of his life. There are endless stories that have been repeated so often—handed down from one generation to another—that today no one can even

  remember whence they originated, let alone whether or not they’re accurate.




  All of it—the truth, the legends—says something about the endurance of Frank Sinatra and the impact he had on not only the people of Hoboken but on our culture as a whole. One thing

  is certain: There is nobody as popular, as respected, and as adored as the man the people of Hoboken will forever lovingly refer to as “Frankie.”




  





  Part One




  BEGINNINGS




  

     

  




  
L’America




  In the late 1800s, Hoboken, New Jersey, a former resort area for the New York wealthy, was a run-down and destitute city. However, it was

  also a place of expectation and promise for many ambitious newcomers. With hope in their hearts, if not money in their pockets, they had come to the New World on crowded, rat-infested passenger

  liners and disease-ridden cargo ships. The Dutch, Swedes, Finns, English, Irish, and Scottish were all represented before 1700. The Germans and French Huguenots had arrived by 1750.




  The Irish came in 1845 because of the great potato famine in Ireland; many of them went into the booming factories rather than return to the uncertainty of farming. The Germans arrived in 1848

  after a revolution failed to produce a democracy. They were the most educated of the tide of immigrants and quickly became the aristocracy of the cities in which they settled.




  By then, although there was still plenty of farmland left, New Jersey—sometimes called “the Foreign State” because it was home to so many immigrants—was rapidly becoming

  industrialized, a process that had started in 1830 when canals and railroads started to crisscross the state. Factories produced glass, iron, leather, oil, and munitions (Colt made his revolver in

  New Jersey until he went bankrupt and moved to Connecticut), clothes, hats, coaches, cabinetware, and chairs, among other day-to-day items. From New York City, just across the river, came a steady

  supply of immigrants to work in those factories.




  Although manufacturing brought prosperity to the state, it also resulted in a lack of zoning. In 1861, one enterprising developer, Charles K. Landis, envisioned Vineland, a planned business and

  industrial area to be run by New Englanders. But he needed labor to clear the woods and later raise crops for the residents. Landis considered the Italians to be hardworking and industrious, so he

  sent printed notices to Italian cities extolling Vineland’s wide streets, shady trees, and Mediterranean climate, none of which actually existed. So the

  Italians—the first group in New Jersey to actually be solicited for immigration—came with great eagerness to this new land of transformation, a country they called

  l’America. Among them were John and Rosa Sinatra, born and raised in Agrigento, Sicily. After the birth of their son, Anthony Martin (Frank’s father, Marty), they migrated to the

  United States and settled in working-class Hoboken.




  In this town, a person could reshape his life, embrace good fortune, and in the process make previously unimaginable sums of money.




  At least that was the dream.




  The reality was that with only so many available opportunities, life in America would be a constant struggle for many of its adoptive children; every day would pose a challenge to spirit and

  dignity as they attempted to find ways to earn a living. The work was hard; newcomers toiled in poorly equipped factories or in menial jobs as street cleaners and garbage collectors. Some of the

  lucky ones became barbers, a tradition of self-employment that would be passed down from generation to generation of Italian Americans. After arriving from Sicily, John Sinatra, who couldn’t

  read or write English, supported his family by making pencils for the American Pencil Company. He earned eleven dollars a week.




  Some immigrants would soon come to the conclusion that they might have been better off in their homeland. Defeated, many of them would return to their native lands; others would stay in the

  United States and lead sparse, desperate lives, cursing the day they had ever left the old country.




  However, some would make it. Some, like the Sinatras, would see the realization of their dreams. They would be the lucky ones, as would their children.




  In 1910, New Jersey had a higher percentage of immigrants than any other state. The census that year showed that less than two-fifths of the population had native-born parents, and Hoboken was

  no exception. In one five-block section of West Hoboken lived Armenians, English, French, Germans, Greeks, Italians, Spanish, Turks, Syrians, Romanians, Poles, Russians, Chinese, Japanese,

  Austrians, Swiss, Jews, Belgians, and Dutch.




  As each new group arrived, they were looked down upon by those who had already established themselves; often even their own assimilated countrymen treated them with scorn.

  In Hoboken, since the Germans were the social elite, they could boast of several German-language newspapers, Biergärten, and brass bands. Their reign in Hoboken would last until the

  beginning of World War I, in 1914, when their pro-German sympathies led several to be arrested as spies and many more to be kept under constant surveillance until the end of the war. During that

  time, the Irish would ascend to the ruling class.




  Although most of the Irish were poor and had a reputation for being rowdy, they banded together and elected their own, controlling politics and police and governmental jobs and contracts.




  The Italians were considered third on the rung of the social ladder. While the Germans and Irish lived in well-appointed homes, the Italians resided in broken-down tenements. Snubbed and

  ridiculed, they were looked upon as intellectually inferior. The downtown neighborhood in which they lived, Little Italy, was considered a ghetto by outsiders. But, like all races and ethnic

  groups, these Italian immigrants were proud people, working to attain a better life for themselves and their families. Their heritage defined who they were and informed them with certain

  principles. They maintained their self-respect in spite of the class structure and in turn reared their children in Little Italy so that their personalities too were imbued with self-esteem and

  dignity.




  Generally, the children were well behaved in Little Italy. Any parent could discipline any child; if a youngster misbehaved, he could easily get whacked on the side of the head by a neighbor or

  even a stranger. It was completely acceptable. Some books about Sinatra have given readers the impression that Hoboken was a living hell. However, to its residents it was home, and no matter how

  bad it may have been, it was a better place than the old country, because it was a place where children could have dreams. They didn’t have money, but they had more: They had liberty; they

  had hope.




  While Italian-American youngsters were taught to respect themselves and their elders, they were also fighters. It was in their blood. Their tenacity came naturally.




  A confident, assertive, and sometimes even combative nature seemed to be ingrained in just about every kid whose parents or grandparents had ever immigrated to Hoboken. And

  as in many impoverished areas, there were warring street gangs.




  “It was a tough neighborhood,” said Tina Donato, whose grandparents lived in Hoboken. “You had to have your wits about you. You had to walk around with eyes in the back of your

  head. But it had heart. So yes, appropriately enough, Frank Sinatra would be born into a place with great heart, a place of passion.”




  
Marty and Dolly





  Frank Sinatra’s parents, Marty and Dolly, were raised in a town of dissimilar personalities and cultures, so it is no surprise that

  they too were a study in contrasts.




  As a young man, blue-eyed, ruddy, and tattooed Marty Sinatra—born Antonino Martino Sinatra on May 4, 1892, in Lercara Friddi, province of Palermo, Sicily—suffered from asthma and

  other breathing problems stemming from his work at the American Pencil Company. “Inhaling the dust wrecked his lungs,” Frank once explained. “He couldn’t do any better

  because he had nobody to teach him English.” Marty ended up distinguishing himself as a prizefighter, boxing under the name Marty O’Brien. He and his parents believed that his life in

  Hoboken, dominated and controlled largely by the Irish and by Irish politicians, would be easier if he adopted an Irish name for professional bouts. O’Brien was the name of his manager.

  Later, when he quit boxing in 1926 after breaking his wrist, Sinatra would work as a boilermaker in a shipyard.




  “He was a very quiet man,” Frank would recall of his mild-mannered father. “A lonely man. And shy. You could hear him wheezing. If he had an attack, a coughing spell,

  he’d disappear—find a hole in the wall somewhere and be outside before you knew it. I adored him.”




  Marty fell in love with the blonde, blue-eyed Natalie Catherine “Dolly” Garavente, daughter of Italian immigrants from Genoa. Dolly, born on December 26, 1896, accompanied her

  parents to America when she was two years old. She was a fair-skinned woman who was often mistaken for Irish (and who as an adult would not be above using her non-Italian

  appearance to her advantage when doing business in the neighborhood or when “being Irish” suited her purposes).




  Their romance blossomed quickly, despite their dissimilarity. Whereas he was quiet, reflective, and brooding, she tended to be loud, impulsive, and fiery. A strong-minded and spirited woman,

  Dolly usually prevailed in any heated discussion between them. Marty was ambitious—if he weren’t, he would not have been in her life, because she detested lazy men—but he was

  clearly much more easygoing than Dolly.




  There were other differences as well. Marty’s family were grape growers in the old country, while Dolly’s were educated lithographers. Whereas Marty was illiterate, Dolly had an

  elementary education. Marty’s parents were less than enthusiastic about the relationship. They didn’t like Genoans, felt that they were elitists. Their wish was for Marty to marry a

  Sicilian girl, someone “of your own kind.” Of course, Dolly’s parents were also not pleased about the romance. They, in turn, believed that Sicilians were of a lower class than

  Genoans. Surely, they insisted, Dolly could find a more suitable mate.




  The disapproval of the Sinatras and Garaventes shadowed the relationship between Marty and Dolly in its early days, and it seemed that they would have no future together at all if they listened

  to their parents. Why should they suppress their affection for one another? Why should they focus on their differences when they had so much in common? They were young, they had fun . . . they were

  in love. They also shared a core belief that life was what you make it, and they both wanted better lives.




  Still, Marty was uncertain about how to proceed with Dolly. He wanted to wait, see if his parents could perhaps be swayed, give it some time. However, Dolly vehemently disagreed. “Now is

  the time,” she said. “Why wait? Life is short. I want to get married now.”




  Dolly was the type of person who became more determined to accomplish something when she was told she couldn’t or shouldn’t do it. For instance, in 1919 she would chain herself to

  city hall as a protest on behalf of woman suffrage; that’s the kind of independent-thinking woman she was. The mere fact that her parents disapproved of the relationship

  was an added incentive for her. In her mind, it made her attraction to Marty all the more exciting and romantic. Therefore she convinced Marty that the two of them should elope.




  For Marty—a good son who wanted to please his parents, not defy them—eloping was asking a lot. Dolly felt the same way about her own parents. However, she was more determined not to

  allow others to impose their prejudices on her, and if she couldn’t please her family she would just proceed with her life and hope they’d one day see things her way.




  Dolly and Marty eloped on February 14, Valentine’s Day, in 1913. They were married at city hall in Jersey City.




  To the senior Garaventes’ and Sinatras’ credit, though extremely put out after hearing of the elopement, they soon changed their views. A year later, by the time Dolly was pregnant

  with Frank, both families had come to terms with the marriage and had pulled together. Rather than torment her own parents, who felt strongly that she was “living in sin,” especially

  after she was pregnant, Dolly agreed to a church ceremony that would be performed before family members.




  After their wedding, Marty and Dolly moved into a dilapidated four-story building in the heart of Little Italy, at 415 Monroe Street in Hoboken, that was shared by eight other families.




  
Frank Is Born





  On December 1, 1915, the forty-seventh annual convention of the Woman Suffrage Association of New York State met at the Astor Hotel in the

  hope that 1916 would be the year when women would finally get the vote. (It would not happen until 1920.) Meanwhile, The Magic Flute was playing at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York,

  and Ethel Barrymore was starring in Our Mrs. McChesney at the Lyceum. The Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith’s epic film, was advertised as the “Most Stupendous Dramatic

  Spectacle the Brain of Man Has Yet Visioned and Revealed.” Also, for five dollars down and a promised payment of five dollars a month, a person could take home a Victrola and a stack of

  records, just in time for Christmas.




  On December 12, 1915, in the middle of an East Coast snowstorm, Frank Sinatra was born to Dolly Sinatra in her bedroom on Monroe Street.




  The building where Frank was born was torn down many years ago. Today, a brick arch and gold-and-blue star on the sidewalk mark a hallowed spot in an otherwise battered and neglected part of

  town. Engraved within the star are the words “Francis Albert Sinatra. The Voice. Born here at 415 Monroe Street. December 12, 1915.”




  It was a difficult breech birth; the doctors used forceps to deliver the thirteen-and-a-half-pound baby from the ninety-two-pound woman. The infant nearly died during the delivery; in fact, the

  panicked doctor was taken aback by the child’s survival. The baby was scarred on his ear, neck, and cheek, and his eardrum pierced, all by the clumsy use of forceps. Unfortunately, because of

  the troublesome birth and the damage it caused her own body, Dolly would never be able to bear another child.




  In order to assist the infant in breathing, Dolly’s mother, who was a capable midwife, held him under cold running water until his tiny, fragile lungs began to draw air. Kicking and

  screaming its way into the world, the baby would live. “They had set me aside in order to save my mother’s life,” Frank once explained. “And my grandmother had more sense

  than anyone in the room, as far as I was concerned. I have blessed that moment in her honor ever since because otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”




  Dolly was just nineteen when Frank was born, Marty twenty-three. They named the child Francis Sinatra. (Though his middle name is Albert, it does not appear on the official birth certificate.)

  Frank was baptized on April 2, 1916, at St. Francis Holy Roman Catholic Church. According to an account from the historical records at the Hoboken library, he was given his name by accident.

  Apparently Dolly and Marty had selected Frank Garrick, who worked for the Jersey Observer, to be the baby’s godfather and Anna Gatto as godmother. Before the baptism, the story goes,

  the priest asked Garrick his name. He answered, “Frank.” When the child was baptized, the priest absentmindedly christened the baby Francis instead of Martin, the name he was supposed

  to be given.




  Dolly was not present at the christening; she was still home recovering from the birth, so she couldn’t do anything about the error. Marty didn’t bother to

  correct the priest. Thus the boy ended up being named Francis Sinatra. In the end, Dolly didn’t object because she felt that her son’s name would be a good link to his Irish—and

  potentially powerful—godfather.




  It’s a good story and has long been the accepted account. However, it doesn’t appear to be true, because on the birth certificate that was filled out five days after Frank’s

  birth (months prior to the baptism), it clearly says “Francis Senestro.” In fact, the name Francis is practically the only thing the apparently non-Italian clerk who filled out the form

  got right. He misspelled “Sinatra” as well as “Garavente” and listed Frank’s father’s country of birth as the United States rather than Italy.




  Marty and Dolly unofficially gave their son the middle name Albert. Therefore, on a corrected birth certificate filed twenty-three years after the original, Frank’s name was recorded as

  “Francis A. Sinastre.” Again, it was wrong.




  
Young Frank





  The United States officially entered World War I on April 6, 1917. Shortly thereafter, American troops began arriving in Hoboken to board

  ships bound for France. Along with Newport News, Virginia, Hoboken was the center of shipping for the duration of the conflict. The city would be under full military control until the armistice.

  Soldiers guarded the piers and patrolled the streets looking for German sympathizers.




  Meanwhile, President Woodrow Wilson shut down the city’s 237 waterfront bars and introduced federal Prohibition to Hoboken, making it the first city in the country to experience it.

  However, it was difficult for the government to enforce Prohibition laws; local authorities simply wouldn’t cooperate. People wanted to drink alcohol, and a great deal of money was generated

  by selling mixed drinks and beer. Thus northern New Jersey became a virtual haven for anti-Prohibition activity. Soon, uomini rispettati (men of respect) began

  infiltrating the neighborhood, manufacturing and distributing alcoholic beverages while officials, many of whom received hefty kickbacks in the form of cash or favors, looked the other way. These

  so-called men of respect were actually powerful gangsters who thought of themselves as above the law and had the connections and persuasive power to get away with all sorts of criminal activity,

  not only in Hoboken but up and down the eastern seaboard.




  An enterprising couple, Marty and Dolly Sinatra took full advantage of this laissez-faire climate and opened their own saloon at Fourth and Jefferson Streets in Hoboken, “Marty

  O’Brien’s.” (The bar was registered in Dolly’s name because Marty was now a fireman working for the Hoboken Fire Department and was not permitted to own such

  establishments.) At around this time, as Frank once remembered, his father was known to occasionally aid bootleggers. “He was one of the tough guys,” Sinatra said in a lecture at Yale

  Law School in the spring of 1986. “His job was to follow trucks with booze so that they weren’t hijacked. I was only three or four, but I remember in the middle of the night I heard

  sounds, crying and wailing. I think my old man was a little slow, and he got hit on the head. Somebody opened up his head, and he came home and was bleeding all over the kitchen floor. My mother

  was hysterical. After that, he got out of that kind of business. That’s when they opened a saloon.”




  “Anytime we saw a drunk in the streets, we’d say that he was part of the MOB, meaning Marty O’Brien’s pub,” said Tony Macagnano, another boyhood friend of

  Frank’s. “Us kids didn’t go around there a lot. We were a little afraid of Marty. He was a grouchy kind of guy with a mad kisser on him. But he never said anything to hurt us.

  Dolly would have knocked him dead if he did. She was great, always laughing and joking and hollering, but Marty never said much. Just grunted a lot.”




  Because she owned a bar, Dolly befriended a number of uomini rispettati, including Sicilian-born Waxey Gordon, a prominent underworld figure in the neighborhood. “They had a lot of

  shady friends because of the bar they ran,” said one close friend of the Sinatras. “Face it. They owned a bar during Prohibition. If you think they didn’t have friends in the

  right places, you’re kidding yourself. Dolly could talk shit with the best of them. She was a real character; nobody intimidated her.”




  As the establishment’s barmaid, Dolly was the wisecracking, tough mother figure whom many people in the neighborhood came to for honest advice. Also, if a person needed a job, he would

  appeal to Dolly. She was the one with connections. She knew everyone in town and could solve pretty much anyone’s problem by calling in favors.




  Helen Fiore Monteforte, who lived at 414 Monroe Street, across the street from the Sinatras, recalled Dolly: “She was a vivacious, beautiful, blue-eyed woman with light skin and strawberry

  blonde hair. A real go-getter, she was constantly pushing to get her family ahead. She was a hell-raiser who would sing gaily and dance joyously right on the table at the famous Clam Broth House in

  Hoboken. She loved life, had tremendous charm, did a great deal of public service work for the community without being paid a dime. One thing that was always true of her, she could light the fire

  under anyone when she needed something accomplished.”




  Enterprising, ambitious, and politically conscious, Dolly would in years to come become a Democratic committeewoman. Using her gregarious, self-assured personality to her best advantage, she

  soon developed considerable political influence in Hoboken. For instance, she was often called upon by Irish politicians who needed Italian votes in Little Italy; she could be counted on to deliver

  at least six hundred votes from her neighborhood, which gave her the kind of influence most people in the neighborhood simply did not possess. She had power, everyone knew it—and she basked

  in it.




  Well-spoken in the English language as well as in many Italian dialects, Dolly was an unusual woman, given the time and circumstances of her world. However, she was not easy to get along with;

  she could be extremely judgmental, was known to have deep-seated prejudices against the other “classes,” and held firm to her beliefs. When she considered running for mayor, Marty was

  opposed to it; he felt that the position would make her more intolerable, that she would wield too much power and he wasn’t sure how she would handle it. (Ultimately, she did not throw her

  hat into the ring.)




  Steve Capiello of Hoboken, who knew Dolly well, recalled, “She was ahead of her time. Unlike some women of today, who speak of women’s rights but do nothing

  about them, she was a woman of action. She supported me during the onset of my political career, and ultimately I was elected mayor of Hoboken. She could speak with a longshoreman’s

  vocabulary if necessary, or be eloquent if she had to impress the political hierarchy in order to make a point.”




  Hoboken was a tough place, and the women who immigrated there from Italy were equal to the challenge. Indeed, a woman had to have a toughness about her as well as a sense of enterprise and

  imagination to embark on the journey to a new life in America. Women who were dainty by nature would remain behind in Italy and enjoy safe, limited lives. Tough, ambitious women like Dolly’s

  mother, Rosa Garavente, and Dolly herself hungered for more. They felt they deserved more. In turn, they usually attracted men who were equally ambitious.




  “Dolly had the bluest language of any female I’d ever known,” Doris Corrado, a former Hoboken librarian, said. “One time she walked into a party from pouring-down rain

  and the first thing she said when she got in the door was, ‘Holy Jesus! It’s raining sweet peas and horseshit out there.’ Her mouth dripped with honey one minute, and the next it

  was ‘Fuck this’ and ‘Fuck that.’”




  Certainly Italian-American women like Dolly could seem crude to the outside world as they hollered at their kids while trying to get “them little bastards” into the kitchen to eat

  homemade manicotti and meatballs before the sauce (which Dolly called “gravy”) got cold. But that was just the way they were, the way they expressed affection, the way they lived their

  lives—tough, bold, maybe even sometimes profane, but still capable of great love. Dolly Sinatra didn’t have time to be cordial; she had things to do. Her friends and family loved her,

  and she loved them in return, which was enough for her. She was a formidable woman in every way, and by far the greatest influence on Frank Sinatra’s life. She certainly dominated everyone

  around her, just as Frank would when he became her age. An Italian-American son couldn’t help but be influenced by such a mother.




  So devoted was Dolly to her many pursuits outside the home that from the ages of six to twelve, Frank was often in the care of his maternal grandmother, and his aunts. He has also said that he

  spent a great deal of time with “a kindly old Jewish woman,” who has only been identified by the name of Mrs. Golden, a woman he continued to visit until her

  death in the early 1950s.




  Recalled his cousin John Tredy, “[Dolly and Marty] didn’t have too much time for Frankie when he was young. I think they felt he was always underfoot. Frank was left to his own

  devices; he rarely did homework, for instance. He was rambunctious as a student; I think he skipped one entire year without his parents being any the wiser.”




  Other accounts of Frank’s childhood have painted him as soft-spoken and extremely sensitive, a quiet child. It was said that his personality as a youngster more resembled his

  father’s than his mother’s. John Tredy has said, “He was a soft kind of boy. Like his father, Marty. Frankie was the quietest little boy.”




  His childhood friend Helen Fiore Monteforte described young Sinatra as “impeccably dressed, never disheveled. A fedora on. As a young boy, a fedora on. Even in the summertime.”




  Thoughtful and sensitive, he was sometimes taunted by other youngsters in the neighborhood. “Prejudice is nothing new to me,” Frank once said. “When I was a kid, I lived in a

  tough neighborhood. When somebody called me ‘a dirty little guinea,’ there was only one thing to do—break his head.”




  Not only was he sometimes ridiculed because of his ancestry, but Frank was also singled out because of his appearance. They called him “Scarface,” referring to the scars that had

  been left from his difficult birth. They often beat and bullied him. In some respects, Frank seemed like a misfit to the other boys by the time he enrolled at David E. Rue Junior High in 1928, and

  his mother only made matters worse by dressing him in Little Lord Fauntleroy suits, handmade by her own mother. He had such a wide array of “outfits,” so many pants, in fact, that some

  people in the neighborhood called him “Slacksey O’Brien.”




  “We were walking down the street,” one of his friends remembered, “and someone said, ‘Hey, you little wop,’ to Frank as he passed by. I said, ‘Frank, just

  keep on walkin’.’ And Frank said, ‘I’m gonna walk all over his face, that’s where I’m gonna walk.’ And that was that, the fight was on. Frank got

  beat real bad. He wasn’t much of a fighter, but not for lack of trying. Afterward, I said to him, ‘Frankie, was it worth it? C’mon!’ And he said,

  ‘Hell yeah, it was worth it. He’ll never call me a wop again.’ Two days later, same thing, same guy. ‘Hey, you little wop.’ And the fight was on again . . . and Frank

  got beat up again.”




  “I’ll never forget how it hurt when the kids called me a dago when I was a boy,” he later said. “It’s a scar that lasted a long time and which I have never quite

  forgotten. It isn’t the kids’ fault,” he noted. “It’s their parents. They would never learn to make racial and religious discriminations if they didn’t hear that

  junk at home.” Likely because of what he saw during his childhood, Frank would always be outspoken when he or his friends—no matter their race, ethnic background, or

  appearance—were slurred or insulted in any way. He would go on to often speak out publicly for racial tolerance, especially at times when it was unpopular to do so.




  It was Frank’s father, Marty, who contributed to the often unexpected side of his son’s character: his brooding pensiveness, his kindness, and his loyalty to his friends. But his

  near obsession with cleanliness, his unyielding stubbornness, and his legendary temper can clearly be traced to his mother. Sometimes young Frank would become so angry that he lost control of

  himself. For instance, he became so unhappy about the scars of his birth that he managed to track down the doctor who had delivered him. Angry eleven-year-old Sinatra went to the doctor’s

  home, determined to beat him up for having disfigured him. Luckily, the doctor wasn’t in.




  “Hell, he was as scrappy as they come,” said Joey D’Orazio, two years younger than Frank, who once lived in what he proudly called “Dolly’s neighborhood.”




  “What’s with this ‘poor little Frankie’ crap I read about all the time? He was tough as nails. He was a wisecracking kid who talked back to his mother but had the

  greatest respect for her, as we all did for our mothers. She popped him upside his head and called him terrible names—‘you little son of a bitch’ was her favorite phrase—but

  you didn’t get offended by anything, not if you lived in Hoboken, that’s for sure.




  “Yeah, he got beat up by some of the kids. I beat him up myself once, over what I don’t even remember,” said D’Orazio with a chuckle. “I just

  remember hitting him and knocking him to the ground, out cold. But he beat other kids up in return, the kids he could take on. They called him names, he called other kids names.




  “He was a little dago—and I say that with love because I’m an old dago myself now—and like all the other little dagos in the neighborhood, he had a terrible temper. You

  could be shootin’ marbles with him and he’d go off on you if he lost and take all your damn marbles from you anyway. ‘I never lose,’ he would say. ‘That day I lose,

  that’s gonna be some day, ‘cause it ain’t ever gonna happen.’”




  Frank grew up in a competitive culture. Not only was each ethnic group battling for territorial control, but in a manufacturing town like Hoboken, whenever there was a dip in the economy,

  everyone was affected. There was always competition for work; whom one knew was extremely important, especially for lucrative jobs controlled by politicians. A rivalry among most of the young men

  in Hoboken started with a competition for girls: who got the most prized ones and who got them fastest. Frank took this particular competition quite seriously.




  “He had a fight with my dad over a girl once, and he yelled at my old man—scared the hell out of him, I was told—used words my old man had never even heard before, and he lived

  in the same neighborhood!” exclaimed Tom Gianetti, the son of another childhood friend of Sinatra’s, Rocky Gianetti.




  Gianetti said that his father told him that when Frank was about thirteen, he would take girls “into the back alley” and have sex with them. A sweet-talker, he could have pretty much

  any girl he wanted. If he had his way with her, though, she was his forever—at least as far as he was concerned. Indeed, Sinatra always seemed to have a confidence that he could have any girl

  he wanted, especially as he grew older. In many ways, as we shall see, he certainly had his share of deep insecurities. However, he rarely questioned his power over the opposite sex and his ability

  to sweep a woman off her feet. Especially as a famous adult, he would take full advantage of it. He would also be extremely territorial of the women with whom he became involved. Certainly his true

  friends would know better than to go anywhere near any woman considered a conquest by Frank Sinatra, no matter how many years had passed.




  From an early age—long before he was famous—Frank also had a petulant, self-entitled bent that dictated that if he didn’t get his way, he not only did

  not want to be in the game, he didn’t even want to know the other players. He was an only child in an Italian-American culture and at a time when most people had large families. Children who

  have siblings usually learn about cooperation and sharing, about having to be reasonable. Not Frank. As an adult, he would always want—and usually manage to get—everything his way. If

  that wasn’t possible, if he was crossed, he would simply disappear from the offender’s life.




  “My old man [Rocky Gianetti] made the mistake of dating one of Frankie’s girls about two years after [Sinatra] had sex with her, and that’s when they had the fight,” said

  Tom Gianetti. “Frank said, ‘You broke my one rule. Don’t go after any girl I had sex with.’ He said terrible, terrible things to my father. What a mouth, what a temper. My

  old man said he was scared. Frankie was in his face like he was going to kill him, and he hadn’t even seen this girl in two years. ‘Think you’re better than I am?’ he was

  screaming at my old man. ‘Think she liked it better? Well, think again. Think again!’ After that, it was never the same between them.




  “My old man would see Frankie walking down the street, and he’d say, ‘Frankie boy, whatcha doing?’ and Frankie would just stare straight ahead like he wasn’t even

  there. Like he didn’t even exist. My father would always say, ‘Oh, c’mon, Frank, don’t be an idiot. It was just a broad.’ Nothing. Just silence. He got that [kind of

  behavior] from Dolly,” said Gianetti. “Dolly could write you off like you didn’t exist if you pissed her off. I saw it happen plenty of times. She would walk down the street,

  someone would say hello, and she would just walk by as if she hadn’t heard or seen a thing.” Indeed, Frank never spoke to Rocky Gianetti again.




  With the passing of the years, as we shall see, Frank would customarily cut from his life people he believe had slighted him. While it may be easy to blame some of this callous behavior on his

  celebrity and the entitlement that often comes with being famous, the truth is that Frank never had what most people would consider a normal sense of proportion about what constituted an insult

  worth banishing someone from his life. Like Dolly, he seemed always able to turn off all affection for a friend and completely break all communication with him if he felt in

  any way betrayed. “My son is just like me,” Dolly Sinatra once said. “You cross me, I never forget. You cross him, he never forgets.”




  
Hoboken Days





  The desire to sing professionally came upon Frank Sinatra as a teenager. By 1930, when he enrolled in A. J. Demarest High School at Fourth

  and Garden, he had become addicted to the radio, which, as the primary source of American entertainment since 1922, introduced America to big-band music and to vocalists like Bing Crosby and Russ

  Columbo. The fifteen-year-old liked the way he sounded when he sang along with the popular singers during their live broadcasts. Young Frankie thought that perhaps he might want to sing for a

  living too—unless something better presented itself. To that end, he joined the school glee club. He sang at parties, for his friends, in school talent shows, and at other functions; in doing

  so, he received a warm response from his fellow students, which he enjoyed.




  “He was singing here and there,” said one relative. “But it wasn’t like he had a burning desire. He was really just exploring his options. ‘You wanna hear me

  sing?’ he’d ask. And we’d say, ‘Hell, no, Frankie. Let’s play ball.’ He’d say, ‘Fine,’ and that was that.”




  By 1930, the family had moved to a bigger, three-bedroom apartment in a much better neighborhood, at 703 Park Avenue in Hoboken. The new home was less than a half mile away from the

  Sinatras’ former residence on Monroe and Garden, but in Hoboken at that time, a few yards could make a big difference in how one lived. The house was—and still is today—the

  biggest on the block. Whereas all the other row houses have three floors, this one, which sits near the end of the block, has five. Thirty-six glass panes, in two vertical columns of bow windows),

  face the street. It seems to tower over everything, impressive even today; back in 1930 it must have been a real showplace.




  “They were always moving up,” said Steve Capiello. “These weren’t your regular Hoboken folk. They were doing exciting things, making money, looking

  good, having a good life. When Frankie became a star, his press agent was always trying to give the impression that he was a slum kid. I remember thinking to myself, ‘Hey, if he was a slum

  kid, then what the hell was I?’ My family had no money at all and we had twelve kids under one roof, in three rooms. We were having it hard, but not the Sinatras.”




  Another childhood friend, Joe Lissa, remembered, “Being an only kid made all the difference in the world. Frank had more because he didn’t have to share with brothers and sisters. He

  even had his own bedroom. None of the rest of us had half of what he had. I don’t think I knew one other kid that was an only child, not one other one! He always wore brand-new

  black-and-whites [shoes] that his mother bought him. He even had his own charge account at Geismer’s department store! Come on!”




  The Sinatras and their neighbors always had good times in Hoboken. There were block parties during hot summer evenings when Dolly would show off her braciola. Young Frank liked to play the

  popular ball games of the day with his pals—chink ball and penny ball—and no one could shoot marbles or flip baseball cards like Frankie. If things became dull, he and his pals would

  take a train into “Fill-uff-e-ah” (Philadelphia) and eat hoagies, even though they could just as easily be bought in Hoboken. “Gimmeya hoagie, hold da onions,” Frank would

  say, always concerned about how his breath would affect his influence on the girls. Headed back home on the train, Frank and his buddies would stuff themselves full of Tastykakes, cupcakes that

  were at the time only made and sold in Philadelphia.




  Sometimes Frank and his buddies would borrow his dad’s bright red Chrysler—when he was a teenager, he was the only one among his friends who had access to a car—and drive

  “down da shore” (the resort area of the eastern coastline) to “walk da boards” (the boardwalk) of “Lanic Cidy” (Atlantic City).




  While some accounts of Frank’s life have painted these years as sad and lonely, that really wasn’t the case. It is true that Frank was not happy in high school; a poor and distracted

  student, he often found himself in trouble. It’s been reported that he quit after just forty-seven days in high school, though that seems unlikely. Frank said he lasted a little longer than

  that, but records at the school are unclear. (Nancy Sinatra says that her father quit in his senior year.) At any rate, he did in fact leave high school one day, never to

  return. His parents were inconsolable about his decision, but he was as resolved about his life as they were about theirs. “My father was called into the principal’s office for about

  the seven hundredth time,” Frank used to joke. “And he said, ‘Here’s the diploma, now get him the hell out of this school.’ ”




  Frank took a few business classes at the Drake Business School for one semester and mulled over the idea of enrolling in the Stevens Institute of Technology, the oldest college of mechanical

  engineering in the country, which happened to be in Hoboken. However, the urge to sing professionally was beginning to take hold. When his mother found pictures of Bing Crosby on his bedroom walls

  and questioned him about them, she learned that her only son was considering becoming an entertainer, not an engineer.




  Dolly must have remembered that as a much younger child he had sung in the bar that she and Marty owned. But that was all in fun, to amuse the patrons—an extension of Dolly’s humor.

  She never imagined that her son would be serious about singing, even though she had heard about, but never attended, some of his glee club performances. When she realized that Frank was really

  mulling over the possibility of singing for a living, she did what any other Italian-American mother in Hoboken would when informed that her dreams of a college education, or at least a steady job,

  for her son would probably not materialize: She threw a shoe at him.




  “You ain’t gonna be no singer,” Dolly told Frank, according to his memory.




  “But, Ma! Maybe it’s what I do best,” Frank protested.




  “How do you know what you do best? You little son of a bitch,” she shot back, raising her voice. “I’ll tell you what you do best. You get a job, big shot.

  That’s what you do best. I don’t wanna hear another word about it, either.”




  Marty Sinatra proved to be just as challenging an opponent to Frank’s ambitions. Frank’s father was a hardworking immigrant who held fast to la terra promessa—the

  Promised Land—and to the upward mobility, the good life, that the American dream had to offer. As a fireman for the Hoboken Fire Department, he didn’t make a fortune, but he was satisfied. In fact, it was the Sicilian way—as his own father had once explained—to have just a taste of the good life and then to build from there. Fari

  vagnari u puzzi—wet their beaks—is what Sicilians called it. Certainly they could do just that in this free country.




  In 1932, because of the success of Dolly’s bar and her determination to put aside for a rainy day any extra money it had been able to generate over the years, she and Marty were able to

  again raise their standard of living by purchasing a three-story (plus cellar), four-bedroom house at 841 Garden Street in Hoboken for $13,400—quite a sum for the times. (Back then, these

  structures were called “Father, Son, Holy Ghost” homes, to denote the three floors.) It was one of the most expensive properties in the county. All of the homes on the street were

  pretty much the same: seven to ten cement steps leading from the sidewalk to the front door, another entrance, at street level, to what is known as the cellar, where wine was often kept and where a

  second kitchen usually existed, and a “coal bin.” Across the street is the Joseph F. Brandt Middle School.




  
Early Aspirations





  Jeet yet?” Frank would ask any visitor to the Sinatra home. Translation: “Did you eat yet?”




  The answer coming back from anyone who knew his mother’s reputation as a cook would be, “No, jue?” “No, did you?”




  “Ma will make you something. Whaddya want?”




  Dolly Sinatra almost always had food cooking on the stove or baking in the oven of her new kitchen, though no one could quite understand when she had the time to prepare it.




  “You’d walk in the door and sitting on the kitchen table would be a huge antipasto,” remembered one relative, “with pepperoncini, olives, giardiniera, anchovies, and

  prosciutto. Or she would have hot escarole soup [chicken broth with escarole greens, vegetables, eggs, and small meatballs], which was something you never made except maybe on holidays, or for

  holidays. You’d say, ‘Dolly, when the hell did you have time to do all this?’ and she’d always say, ‘Whaddya talkin’ about? Time? You make the time. Now

  eat.’”




  Dolly and Marty had made a good life for themselves and their son despite their limited educations. Both were filled with pride and happiness knowing that they could

  probably afford to send Frank to college. Though it would be tight, they’d been planning it for years. Since Marty was illiterate, the idea of a son of his going to college was vitally

  important to him. So when Frank dropped out of high school and then announced that he had no intention of pursuing a higher education, Marty couldn’t believe his audacity and what he viewed

  as his sheer stupidity. Indeed, during these desperate times, when millions of unemployed Americans could only dream of a college education for their children, for young Frank to decline such an

  opportunity was, at least as far as Marty was concerned, unconscionable. He didn’t want his son to turn out the way he had; at least that’s what he said.




  In truth, there was nothing wrong with the way Marty Sinatra had turned out. He couldn’t read or write English—and Frank said once that he would never embarrass his father by

  reminding him of it—but he was a hardworking, loving man. Like many parents, though, he wanted more for his kid than what he had achieved in his own life. Though one Sicilian proverb said,

  “Do not make your child better than you are,” Marty didn’t subscribe to that kind of thinking at all, believing it to be old-fashioned. “A son’s life should always

  make his father’s life look bad,” he would say.




  Outraged at the prospect of his son turning out to be a “freeloader,” Marty called young Frank a “quitter.”




  “I ain’t no quitter, Pop,” Frank would say in his defense, according to his memory.




  “You ain’t goin’ to school, you don’t wanna work, you’re a quitter,” Marty would insist. “I don’t even want to talk about it no more,

  quitter!”




  For years afterward, whenever Frank would change direction in his life, his old man would shout that demoralizing name out at him: “quitter.” Perhaps Marty hoped that the derisive

  term would somehow spur his son on to a greater sense of responsibility. However, it hurt Frank deeply; he would never forget it.




  “I ain’t no quitter,” Frank would scream at Marty.




  “Don’t raise your voice to your father,” Dolly would shout before smacking Frank hard on the back of the head with the palm of her hand.




  “But he called me a quitter.”




  “He’s your father,” Dolly would remind her son. “He can call you anything he wants to call you. Now, get outta here, you little son of a bitch quitter.”




  Still, Marty’s use of the term likely had the desired effect: It motivated Frank. “I think it gave him incentive,” said one relative, “to prove his old man wrong. Not an

  unusual story, but Frank’s just the same.”




  In early 1932, to placate his father, sixteen-year-old Frank got a job in the Tietjen and Lang shipyards. Then he worked for Lyons and Carnahan in New York City, unloading crates of books.

  (“Do you know what a thrill it is to get a hernia for $62.50 a week lifting six-hundred-pound crates with another little guy and a hand truck?” Frank used to joke.) Bored there, he took

  another job for the United Fruit Lines, working in the refrigeration units of cargo ships. When he quit that job, saying that he’d had it with manual labor, his father became disgusted again

  with the “quitter.”




  “You don’t want to work,” he told him one morning over breakfast, “then get the hell out. You want to be a bum, go somewhere else and be a bum.” Marty told his son

  that his grandparents hadn’t immigrated all the way to the United States “from It-lee [Italy]” just so that Frank could be a freeloader.




  “I was shocked,” Frank recalled. “I remember the moment. My father said to me, ‘Why don’t you get out of the house and go out on your own?’ What he really

  said was, ‘Get out.’ And I think the egg was stuck in there [in my throat] for about twenty minutes, and I couldn’t swallow it. My mother, of course, was nearly in tears,

  but we ‘agreed’ that it might be a good thing. So I packed up a small case I had and went to New York.”




  Frank took a room in New York City, but his timing must have been wrong. He couldn’t get work as a singer, or as anything else. He returned to Hoboken.




  “So, you ready to go to work now, Mr. Smarty Pants?” Dolly wanted to know. “Mr. Big-Shot Singer.” Then, after a beat, she would grin at him, smack him on the head,

  and ask, “So, you a star yet, or what?” Though they were opposed to their son’s aspirations to be a singer, deep down Dolly and Marty, like most devoted

  parents of their time and place, couldn’t resist encouraging him, at least a little. In fact, by the time Frank got back from New York, Dolly wanted him to sing almost as much as he did. She

  figured that if he was willing to leave home and go to New York, maybe he did have a goal, or at least some kind of idea of what he wanted to do with his life. However, this was Hoboken, not

  Hollywood. She didn’t know how to assist him.




  “I had heard that it was on her mind, though,” said Doris Sevanto, who was raised in Hoboken and was a friend of the Sinatras. “My mother told me that Dolly started asking guys

  with clubs to maybe give her kid a job, and Frankie worked in one club in Hoboken for a while. But that fell through when he had a fight with the proprietor. Dolly would say, ‘You know, that

  little son of a bitch son of mine, he wants to sing. And he ain’t half bad. I think he might make it. But don’t tell him that. He’s already too big for his

  britches.’”




  “The way most immigrant Italian parents were in Hoboken and in other cities at the time was that they supported their kids’ goals in life, even when their kids were doing something

  they didn’t like,” said singer Tony Martin. “Sure, you tried to talk the kid out of it, you hit him, you tried to knock reason into him, but then if he didn’t listen and you

  did your best, you finally said, ‘All right, fine. Now, what can I do to help?’”




  Marty and Dolly were parents who well understood and could relate to the notion of rebellion. After all, it was that same sense of defiance that had spurred their own parents to immigrate to the

  United States.




  “So how could they not support their kid’s dreams?” observed Tina Donato, who spent summers in Little Italy with her grandparents and knew the Sinatras well. “Anyone who

  says they didn’t, that’s a person who didn’t understand one of the most important things about the Italian-American way of life. You don’t knock your kid down, you build

  your kid up. Or, at the very least, you make them think you’re knocking him down when you’re actually building him up. That was the case with all the Italian parents in my family, and I

  know it was the case with Frankie’s too. Marty, yeah, well, he wanted something else for Frankie. But after he knew Frankie wanted to be a singer, he was in his corner

  too, even if only secretly.”




  Dolly and Marty lent Frank the sixty-five dollars he needed to buy a portable public-address system and sheet-music arrangements so that he could work in local nightclubs. If he was going to do

  this “goddamned thing,” as Dolly called it—be a performer—then he would have a distinct edge over the other young men in the neighborhood who were attempting to do the same

  thing. Most of them didn’t have their own sound system and arrangements, did they? The Sinatra parents made certain their kid did, though.




  “I started collecting orchestrations,” Frank once explained. “Bands needed them. I had them. If the local orchestras wanted to use my arrangements, and they always did because

  I had a large and up-to-the-minute collection, they had to take singer Sinatra too. Nobody was cheated. The bands needed what they rented from me, and I got what I wanted too. While I wasn’t

  the best singer in the world, they weren’t the best bands either.”




  With his sound system and music, Frank—who was about seventeen by this time—started singing with small bands in clubs on weekends and evenings. His mother even helped him get

  bookings at Democratic Party meetings. He also performed at school dances. The more his parents and friends began to approve of his growing ambition, the more concrete Frank’s plans became,

  until finally the idea of becoming a successful entertainer was a goal he now admitted that he hoped to realize.




  He continually listened to Bing Crosby and tried to emulate that crooner’s voice in the shower. However, he quickly decided that he wanted his own style, not Bing’s. Too many other

  young men at the time were attempting to mimic Crosby’s vocal stylings, or as Frank has said, “Boo-boo-booing like Bing,” on such hits as “Just One More Chance” and

  “I Found a Million-Dollar Baby (in a Five-and-Ten-Cent Store).”




  Sinatra, whose voice was in a higher register than Bing’s anyway, said later that he was determined to be “a different kind of singer.” He would remember, “Bing was on

  top, and a bunch of us—Dick Todd, Bob Eberly, Perry Como, Dean Martin—we were trying to break in. It occurred to me that maybe the world didn’t need another Crosby. I decided to experiment a little and come up with something different. What I finally hit on was more the bel canto Italian school of singing. It was more difficult than Crosby’s

  style, much more difficult.”




  With Frank’s enthusiasm for singing contagious, Dolly and Marty began to marvel at his talent. “When he would sing around the house, he was good, and we were, I don’t know,

  surprised,” Dolly once admitted. They were relieved and heartened to see him finally focus on a goal.




  Certainly many Italian-American young men from cities across the country had the same goal as Frank. The names are now legendary: Dean Martin, Perry Como, Frankie Laine, Tony Bennett, Vic

  Damone, and many others—all good Italian-American boys whose foulmouthed but loving mothers probably threw shoes at them or smacked them on the backs of their heads upon first learning of

  their improbable aspirations. None, however, would ever be as famous or as successful—or as wealthy—as the Italian American: Frank Sinatra.




  
Nancy





  It was the summer of 1934 when eighteen-year-old Frank Sinatra met seventeen-year-old Nancy Carol Barbato, daughter of Mike Barbato, a

  plasterer from Jersey City. (Nancy has also been identified as Nancy Rose Barbato; however, her daughter Nancy says that her middle name is Carol.)




  “My mother came from a poor family in Jersey City, New Jersey,” Frank Sinatra Jr. recalled. “When I once asked her, ‘Mom, how did you make it with eight sisters at

  home?’ she answered, ‘Frankie, sometimes we ate, sometimes we didn’t.’ They had no money. ‘So, you didn’t have the things you wanted as you were growing

  up?’ I asked. ‘No, I didn’t,’ my mother said. ‘I learned at an early age that if you want to get something—you want to go out and buy yourself a tape recorder or

  a bicycle? You have to go out and get a job. Go out and make some money and buy it, then it’s really yours. No one ever gave us anything, ever.’ My mother always worked at one thing or

  another. It was the only way. It’s how she raised me, too.”




  During his youth, Frank would often spend his summers with a favorite aunt, Mrs. Josephine Garavente Monaco—Aunt Josie—who owned a beach house in Long Branch,

  on the Jersey shore. Josephine, Dolly’s sister, recalled, “He used to drive us crazy, playing the ukulele on the porch all the time. He would sit there and play, kind of lonesome. Then,

  one day, I noticed him talking to a pretty little dark-haired girl who was living across the street for the summer. She was Nancy.”




  Nancy was doing her nails on the front porch of the home in which she was living for the summer with her father, Mike, and her aunt and uncle and their families, when Frank approached her,

  ukulele in hand. “Yo. What about me?” he said with a wink. “I could use a manicure too.”




  Frank couldn’t help himself; he was immediately attracted to this beautiful girl. “We had a wonderful summer together. When it was over, I figured, ‘Well, that’s it,

  it’s over.’” She was pretty, funny, had a great little figure, and thought he was handsome. What else did an eighteen-year-old need from a girl?




  When the season ended, Frank and Nancy went back to their respective homes, he to Hoboken and she to Jersey City, just one town away. However, the romance would continue for the next four years.

  Frank would take the bus to visit and date her; Nancy would give him the fare if he didn’t have it. Once, when he was broke, Nancy sent him one of her gloves with a dollar bill stuffed in

  each finger.




  These would actually be the most romantic years of their long, sometimes tortured relationship. He would write poetry for her, and they would spend long hours listening to opera on the Victrola.

  They would go to the beach, walk the boards, and eat Creamsicles until they were both sick to their stomachs. He would try to teach her how to play canasta, a complicated card game that involves

  melding sets of seven or more cards. But he wasn’t very good at it himself, so they would spend more time laughing than playing.




  Of this time, Frank remembered, “I was singing for two dollars a night at club meetings. I sang at social clubs and at roadhouses, sometimes for nothing or for a sandwich or

  cigarettes—all night for three packs. But I worked on one basic theory,” he recalled. “Stay alive. Get as much practice as you can. Nancy was there for all

  that. She was right there at my side.”




  Frank sensed that Nancy would be the kind of mate who would allow him to explore life as an entertainer. After discussing with her the reality that such a life offers few guarantees, he sensed

  that she understood. There was something about her that made him believe she would be loyal to him, no matter what. “I’m goin’ straight to the top,” he warned her.

  “And I don’t want no dame draggin’ on my neck.”




  “I won’t get in your way,” she promised.




  “I’m serious ’bout this, Nancy,” he said. “You wit me?




  “I’m wit you, Frankie,” she responded. “I’ll always be wit you.”




  
Early Singing Days





  On September 8, 1935, nineteen-year-old Frank Sinatra got his first big break when he auditioned to appear on the popular Major Bowes and

  His Original Amateur Hour. Bowes’s NBC radio show was broadcast live from the Capitol Theatre in New York. (It was launched on New York radio in 1934 and went national a year later.)

  Frank once recalled, laughing, “Bowes used to come on the air, and he used to say, ‘The wheel of fortune spins, ’round and ’round she goes, where she stops, nobody

  knows.’ That was the dullest opening I ever heard on any radio show.”




  “He was a pompous bum with a bulbous nose,” Sinatra said of Major Bowes years after the fact, in 1966, as part of his nightclub act. “He useta drink Green River [liquor]. He

  was a drunk, this guy. I don’t know if you ever heard of Green River, but it takes the paint off your deck if you got a boat. Fifty-nine cents a gallon, baby.”




  At the time of Frank’s tryout, another act auditioned, a group calling themselves the Three Flashes—Fred “Tamby” Tamburro, Pat “Patty Prince” Principe, and

  James “Skelly” Petrozelli. It was either Bowes’s idea to team Frank with this other act from Hoboken and call them the Hoboken Four or it was Dolly’s, depending on which of

  the two accounts one wishes to believe. At any rate, when the quartet performed the Bing Crosby–Mills Brothers hit “Shine” on Bowes’s show, they were a success.




  On what was the American Idol of its day, a host encouraged listeners to telephone a special number and vote for their favorites among the acts. The Hoboken Four

  generated a huge number of telephone votes with their performance. In retrospect, the most astonishing thing about Frank’s first appearance on the Amateur Hour is that his voice was

  already in place. He didn’t have the intelligence or feeling that would come later, but the voice was most definitely there. The group, with Frank on lead, would make several more

  appearances.




  Frank had his first opportunity to tour as a singer at about sixty-five dollars a week when Bowes asked him and the Hoboken Four to tour with one of Bowes’s many amateur companies. This

  was a great opportunity for the young Sinatra, performing with sixteen other acts—tap dancers, jugglers, mouth organists, and more—in front of enthusiastic audiences in different

  cities, honing his talent as a singer as well as his ability as a performer.




  Sinatra worked with the Hoboken Four for about three months, until the end of 1935, when the other three members began resenting all the attention he received from audiences. It was difficult

  for Frank to hold himself back and try to blend in with a group. He couldn’t help flirting with the women in the audience, winking at them, showing a lot more personality than the other

  fellows during performances. It caused a great deal of dissension.




  With so much infighting taking place within the group—some of it actually physical—Frank, who had never intended to be in a group in the first place, decided to leave the act.

  “I had been thinking solo, solo, solo,” he remembered. It had been a good experience, but he knew it was time to end it and move on. Besides, he missed his parents terribly

  (he’d been sending his mother letters and photographs from the road), as well as Nancy.




  Upon his return, though, Frank was greeted by Marty’s strong disapproval of the decision he’d made to leave the Hoboken Four. As far as Marty was concerned, his son had just

  “quit” another job.




  A loud argument ensued. Marty’s routine was the usual: His son would never amount to anything; he was a “quitter.” For his part, Frank sang the same refrain: His father

  didn’t understand his ambitions. Why couldn’t he be more supportive? Actually, Frank was more angry now than hurt by Marty’s attitude. In fact, he grew even

  more determined to prove his “old man” wrong.




  Dolly just wanted a little peace and quiet. She was tired of the constant arguing between her husband and son. “The two of you are driving me nuts,” she would scream at them.

  “Frankie wants to sing, Marty. Jesus Christ Almighty, just let him sing, will ya?”




  Dolly’s personal power had long ago influenced her private life with Marty. In a culture and at a time when the man was the head of the family, she always played that role in the Sinatra

  household, and everyone who knew the Sinatras understood as much. She and Marty never pretended that he was boss. “Fine, whatever you say, Dolly,” Marty would tell her. He would back

  down every time. “I don’t listen, and I don’t talk,” he would say with a soft smile.




  Back in Hoboken, Frank continued his career as a solo singer at the Rustic Cabin, a roadhouse in nearby Englewood Cliffs, two miles north of the George Washington Bridge.




  It was at about this time that Frank met an aggressive song promoter named Hank Sanicola. It wasn’t long before they became pals and Hank took on the unofficial job of

  “managing” Frank. Sanicola, also of Sicilian heritage, would be one of Sinatra’s right-hand men for years to come; later, he would even sometimes play piano for him.




  “I was always the strong arm,” Sanicola, a former amateur boxer, once said. “I knew how to fight. I used to step in and hit for Frank when they started ganging up on him in

  bars.”




  “Yeah, he’s a great dag,” Frank would say of Hank. (Frank used to call his buddies of Italian-American heritage the nickname “dag,” a shortened version of

  “dago,” a racial slur, but which to Frank meant paisano.)




  Sanicola booked him a regular job at the Rustic Cabin, where he would make between fifteen and thirty dollars a week waiting tables and singing with the Harold Arden house band on WNEW in New

  York, broadcast throughout the Tri-State Area. “We had a blind piano player,” Frank once recalled. “Completely blind, with a shiny, bald head. Between dance sets, I would push his

  little half-piano around. We’d go from table to table, and he’d play and I’d sing. There was a dish out on the piano. People would put coins in the dish.”




  Frank almost didn’t get the job, since, as it happened, Harold Arden didn’t much like him. Frank really wanted it, “but the bandleader doesn’t like

  me,” he complained to Dolly. His mother told him that that was just fine. She didn’t like the idea of his singing in a club all night anyway.




  “Frank just looked at me,” she would recall in an interview many years later. “He took his dog, Girlie, in his arms and went up to his room. Then I heard him sobbing. I stood

  it for a couple of hours,” she remembered, “and I suppose I realized then, maybe for the first time, what singing really meant to Frankie. So I got on the phone, and I called Harry

  Steeper, who was mayor of North Bergen, president of the New Jersey musicians’ union, and an assistant to James ‘Little Caesar’ Petrillo, president of the American Federation of

  Musicians. As fellow politicians, we used to do favors for one another. I said, ‘What can we do? Frankie wants to sing at the Rustic Cabin, and the bandleader doesn’t like him.’ I

  told him what happened, and I asked him to see to it that Frankie got another tryout, and this time I said, ‘See to it that he gets the job.’”




  Harry told Dolly that it was as good as a done deal. Frank got the job.




  Helen Fiore Monteforte recalled that Dolly was so anxious that her son make a good impression at the Rustic Cabin, she “papered” the place with friends. She invited Helen’s

  entire family and paid for everyone’s tickets. “She was very generous, but also knew that the people present would benefit Frank at his shows.”




  “I guess that’s when it started for Frankie,” said Joey D’Orazio, Sinatra’s friend from Hoboken. “He knew he was gonna be a star then. We all went to the

  Cabin to see him. I mean, he was good, you know? He was no Sinatra, though. Not yet. I told him, ‘Hey, Frankie, you ain’t bad, but you could use some work.’ And he was

  insulted. ‘Screw you and your whole family,’ he said. ‘If you can’t pay a guy a decent compliment, don’t be comin’ ’round here. Whatcha think, I

  need to hear you tearin’ me down?’ Either you were with him or you were against him; that was Frankie.”




  Frank once remembered the night Cole Porter showed up in the audience at the Rustic Cabin. “I had been so infatuated with his music, I couldn’t believe he was sitting out there. I

  dedicated the next song, ‘Night and Day,’ to Mr. Porter. However, I proceeded to forget all the words. I kept singing ‘Night and Day’ for fifteen

  bars. Many, many years later, I got to know Mr. Porter quite well. We were doing a film [High Society], and he called me aside and said, ‘I don’t know if you remember meeting me

  at some nightclub you were working.’ I said, ‘Oh yeah.’ And he said, ‘So do I. That was about the worst performance I ever heard.’”




  As well as working at the Rustic Cabin, Frank would commute back and forth to New York just to keep his finger on the pulse of what was going on in that city’s nightlife. He would sneak

  into nightclubs to watch other popular entertainers perform, and learn all he could from their acts. He would get himself booked on every radio show whose producers would let him

  sing—anything he could think of to possibly get ahead in show business. He was so determined to make it, he actually spent some of his hard-earned money on a voice-and-diction coach whose job

  it was to help him lose his thick New Jersey accent.




  Throughout this time, Frank continued dating Nancy Barbato, who was supportive and understanding of his goals. She continually encouraged him and spent many hours bolstering his self-confidence.

  “I know you can make it,” she told him, according to her own recollection.




  “How do you know that?” Frank asked, holding her in his arms.




  “Because you’re the most talented, most handsome man I’ve ever met,” she said, flattering him, and meaning it too.




  “And just how many talented, handsome men have you met?” he asked with mock suspicion.




  “Just one,” she demurred.




  In early 1937, his cousin Ray helped Frank get a job on a fifteen-minute NBC radio program—which would turn out to be a regular spot for the young singer—for seventy cents a week.

  “He’d do anything he could,” said another cousin. “It didn’t matter where, when, or for how much. If he could sing, he’d sing. And you know what? By the time he

  was twenty-one, he was getting to be good. Damn good. In fact, I told him, ‘Frankie, man, you can sing.’ And he said, ‘No kiddin’, you idiot. That’s what I been

  tryin’ to tell ya.’”




  For a while, Frank actually toyed with the idea of changing his name to Frankie Trent, in honor of his cousin John Tredy, who died of tuberculosis at twenty-eight. (Tredy

  was the first professional entertainer in the family; he played the banjo in a group and sang.) He thought it might be a good idea to lose the ethnicity attached to the name Sinatra, and had a few

  fliers printed up with the new name. (Imagine what they might be worth today!) However, Dolly warned him that Marty would “kick his ass” if he ever changed his name. Later, Frank said,

  “Changing my name, man, that was the best thing I ever didn’t do.”




  
Midwife





  Throughout Frank’s youth, Dolly Sinatra had worked as a midwife, just another of the many duties she took upon herself to perform in

  Hoboken. This wasn’t unusual. At this time, most babies in the United States were delivered by women who were not licensed doctors but were trained to assist in childbirth. As a midwife,

  Dolly was also often asked to terminate pregnancies. Always the pragmatist, she simply felt she was doing a service to the community. If an unmarried Italian Catholic woman became pregnant, her

  life could be ruined due to social and religious conventions. Some families in the neighborhood had as many as seven mouths to feed. An addition to a family that large—even if it was a

  daughter having the child—was usually unwanted. Dolly would take care of it. Like everything else in her world, it could be handled.




  It is true that Dolly, a Catholic, was breaking what was considered by most Italian Catholics to be “God’s law” by performing these sorts of surgeries. However, the Sinatras

  were not very religious; they rarely attended church. “I got my own religion,” Dolly used to say. “I know what I’m doing. God knows what I’m doing. And God

  wouldn’t have given me the idea to do it if he didn’t want me doin’ it.” (It should also be noted that Dolly assisted many more births than she did abortions.)




  “There are things about organized religion which I resent,” Frank would say years later. “Christ has been revered as the Prince of Peace, but more blood has been shed in his

  name than any other figure in history. You show me one step forward in the name of religion and I’ll show you a hundred retrogressions.”




  “My mother was thirteen and pregnant,” remembered Debra Stradella, whose mom lived in Hoboken at the time. “She told me that she didn’t know what to do; she was scared

  that she would be ostracized. My grandmother called Dolly to say that her daughter needed help, but that they could not afford to pay. I think it was twenty-five dollars. Dolly said they could pay

  three dollars a month until it was taken care of.




  “My grandmother took my mother to Dolly’s home on Garden Street. She had a table set up in her cellar. She came downstairs with a little black bag, and she did the surgery herself.

  My mother told me the whole thing took maybe fifteen minutes. She used to tell us this story, and we would just cringe.




  “But Dolly was kind to my mother,” Debra Stradella added. “She checked on her every week for a month, coming to her home and administering different medicines. She was like a

  savior, even though what she was doing was—well, I guess it was wrong.”




  It’s safe to say that some in Hoboken didn’t approve of Dolly’s activities, which were quite illegal. “She was a criminal” is how one Hoboken resident puts it

  today. “Plain and simple. She performed abortions. You can’t glorify her.”




  In 1937, Dolly found herself in trouble. There had been complications to a surgery she’d performed in her cellar. The patient had to be rushed to the hospital, was in critical condition

  when she arrived, and nearly died. Dolly was promptly arrested and charged with a felony. Eventually she was convicted and put on probation for five years. Undaunted, she continued performing her

  work, even while on probation. In fact, she was arrested several more times after that incident, but was never jailed, probably because of her political connections.1




  “I know that Dolly was ashamed when she was arrested, but angry as hell,” said the daughter of a friend of hers still living in Hoboken. “She honestly

  didn’t think she was doing anything wrong. She told my aunt, ‘Jesus Christ, what is wrong with this town? What’s the big deal? What’s the problem?’ I know that she and

  Frankie had a row about this. I heard she slapped him hard. She was angry with him. She became passionate when talking about these operations. She thought she was doing the right thing, that there

  were too many hungry, unwanted kids in Hoboken as it was.”




  That Dolly Sinatra was able to avoid jail after her arrest and still perform surgeries to terminate unwanted pregnancies in spite of her probation spoke of the power she wielded in her

  community. Today, Hoboken residents who remember her—and the offspring of those who are no longer around—speak of her with a sort of awed fascination. Not only was she able to

  successfully defy legal, religious, and social conventions by running a bar that sold liquor during Prohibition, but she also scoffed at the law by performing illegal abortions. She was nothing if

  not unique.




  With her political clout, she was a force to be reckoned with in the neighborhood. By flouting legal and religious standards, she demonstrated to any of the seventy thousand Hobokenites who took

  notice that she was one of the most powerful women, indeed one of the most influential Italians, in the city. Just as her son would become years later, she was practically a padrone.




  “People became scared to death of her,” said another former Hoboken resident. “How did she do it? they wondered. She began to change from a woman who was beloved in the

  neighborhood to one who was greatly feared. They would point at her and whisper. And to her, well, that was just fine. To her, that just meant they were paying attention, they were respecting her.

  ‘They think I’m a hero,’ she would say proudly. ‘Well, maybe I am. Maybe I am.’ It never occurred to her that some of them may have been pointing because they thought

  she was a criminal. It was astonishing, really, what she got away with. However, Frank sometimes suffered as a result.”




  When one of Frank’s girlfriends at the time, Marion Brush Schreiber, tried to get him a job at a Friday night dance at Our Lady of Grace School, she remembered, “the Irish Catholics

  wouldn’t let him in because of the scandals involving his mother. They would have nothing to do with him. When he found this out, he went into one of his terrible

  moods,” Schreiber recalled. “He’d get real sullen and sour, and you couldn’t get a word out of him. There were no tantrums. Just an ugly silence that could sometimes last

  for hours.” Said the former Hoboken resident, “It was hard on Frankie, but he loved his mother, and that was the end of it. She could do no wrong in his eyes, no matter what she

  did.




  “Once, a guy came up to him in a bar and made a crack about his mom. He was drunk, or he never would have said it. Few people ever actually spoke ill of Dolly in public,” she

  recalled, “just secretly amongst themselves in whispers. Frankie was all over that guy, punching and kicking him. They had to pull Frankie off him.




  “There was blood all over the floor. ‘I don’t give a shit what you say about me,’ he said as they were throwing him out of the place, ‘but don’t eva,

  eva talk about my ma like that. Eva!”




  
“Let Frankie In”





  In 1938, twenty-two-year-old Frank Sinatra was young, handsome, charming, and, as a result of his bravado, able to have sex with virtually

  any young woman he set his sights on. He had a girlfriend, but what he did on the side had nothing to do with Nancy, as far as he was concerned. He would always be good at compartmentalizing his

  life in that regard. Most of his dalliances were with women she’d never become aware of anyway, at least not at this stage of their relationship.




  “He had more broads around than you ever saw,” said saxophonist Harry Schuchman, who helped Frank get his audition at the Rustic Cabin. “I used to sit there and watch the gals

  with Frank and think, ‘What do they see in him? He’s such a skinny little guy.’”




  With a laugh, Joey D’Orazio added, “The older he got, he didn’t get any more good-looking, I’ll say that much for him. He was a skinny guy, ordinary-looking, gawky, his

  Adam’s apple protruded, and his ears stuck out. But he had more charisma and magnetism than anyone around. The broads—they swarmed all over him whenever he got

  offstage after a performance. He’d actually tie them to the bed and make love to them, man! They let him do that! No one did that kind of stuff in the thirties in Hoboken, no one I ever knew,

  anyway.”




  “All I know is that he could get all the tail he wanted,” Fred Tamburro of the Hoboken Four once said. “Part of it had to do with him being a singer. The girls, they liked

  that. This guy had an appetite for sex like no one I ever knew. He would screw a snake if he could hold it still long enough.”




  “Yes, you could say he had sex on the brain,” said Nancy Venturi, one woman who dated Frank at this time. “He would make love to any girl who came along, as I remember it.

  There was something intense about his lovemaking, at least it was with me. He was extremely erotic, sexy, an intense kisser. I’m an old woman now, but yes, I remember it, all of

  it.”




  “Jesus, Frankie, you sure like having sex, don’t you?” Nancy recalled having asked him on their first date, just after he had finished pawing at her on her parents’

  couch.




  Frank was taken aback. “Sex is something I can do myself, baby,” he told her. “In fact, I do it every day, all by myself, you know, that kind of sex. But what I want is

  to make love to you in a way you’ll never forget. So c’mon, let Frankie in,” he said as he unzipped her dress. “Let me love you, baby. Let big Frankie in.”




  “Well, that just took my breath away,” Nancy Venturi recalled. “Oh, my God, he had me. This was 1938; guys in our neighborhood didn’t talk like that. They didn’t

  know how to sweet-talk a girl, but Frankie did. He wasn’t a love-’em, leave-’em type, either. He’d stay the night, or at least slip out early in the morning, before my

  parents awakened. I felt loved. But I was thirteen, even though I looked maybe eighteen. So what the hell did I know about love?




  “One night, when we had sex, just as he reached that moment, he whispered in my ear, ‘I love you, Nancy.’ I was thrilled. My heart was beating out of my little

  chest.




  “The next day I told one of my girlfriends about it. She said, ‘You fool. His girlfriend’s name is also Nancy!’ I suddenly knew he meant her, not me. So I called

  him and said we could never see each other again. I was getting so hooked on him, I was afraid I would get hurt.”




  Frank’s reaction to Nancy’s telephone call? “Okay, baby. If that’s the way you want it. See ya ‘round,” he said. “Think of me the

  next time you have that kind of sex.”




  Three months later, Nancy Venturi thought she was pregnant. “I was upset,” she said. “I was just a kid, thirteen! Frankie was the only boy I’d ever let touch me. So I

  called him in tears and said, ‘Oh my God, Frankie, I think I’m pregnant.’ He said, ‘Oh no. That ain’t good.’ ”




  “What are we gonna do?” Nancy asked, bewildered.




  “I dunno. What do you want to do?” Frank asked.




  “Pray, I guess,” she suggested. “Will you go to church with me?”




  “Sure, if that’s what you want,” Frank agreed. “But I’m thinkin’ we should maybe think of something better.” Then, as a second thought, he added,

  “Okay, maybe you’re right. Maybe we should pray that Dolly doesn’t beat the crap outta me.”




  Years later, Nancy recalled, “There was a church on Seventh and Jefferson. Frankie and I went there, and we knelt in front of the altar. He closed his eyes, bowed his head, and said,

  ‘God, you know what? If this girl here is pregnant, I’m in big trouble with Ma, and I don’t need no aggravation right now. So c’mon, God, gimme a break, will ya? Make her

  not be pregnant. Okay? So, uh . . . thanks a lot, God, and . . . uh. That’s it. So . . . uh . . . amen, all right?’




  “I turned to him and said, ‘Frankie, what the heck kind of prayer is that?’




  “And he got mad. He said, ‘What the hell you want outta me, Nancy? Jesus Christ! That’s the best prayer I can come up with on such short notice. You’re the one who

  dragged me down here, and now you expect me to be a priest? If you wanna add somethin’, go ’head.’ Then Frank motioned to the crucifix. ‘I’m sure he’s

  still listening Go ’head!’




  “I thought a lightning bolt was going to strike us both down before we even got out of that church, the way he talked. I said, ‘Oh my God! Let’s just get outta here.

  Quick.’”




  While Frank’s prayer may not have been the most eloquent, it appeared to have done the trick, because the next morning Nancy Venturi had what she called her “monthly.”




  “I called Frankie and said, ‘It worked! I ain’t pregnant,’” she remembered. “And he said, ‘Well, there you go, Nancy. Next time,

  don’t be questioning my prayers.’ We were about to hang up when he said, ‘If you need me to perform any other miracles, just call me.’”




  
Toni





  In 1938, Frank turned twenty-three and Nancy twenty-one. They were engaged and enjoying what Nancy thought was a committed relationship. He

  was keeping his flings well hidden, but then he met an attractive older brunette named Toni Francke (Antoinette Della Penta Francke), from Lodi, New Jersey. Like the others, it was supposed to just

  be physical, but Toni got swept away by it. She felt more strongly about Frank than he did about her, and she made sure he knew it. “I love you, Frankie. I think we should get married,”

  she told him one day.




  “Whad’ya, crazy?” Frank asked. “That ain’t part of the deal at all!”




  Frank went a little further with Toni than he had his other girls, bringing his parents to Lodi for a macaroni dinner with her family. This was new. From the outset, Dolly didn’t like

  Toni, mostly because she lived in Lodi, where, as far as Dolly was concerned, only the lowly resided. After the Sinatras got back to Hoboken, Dolly called Toni “cheap trash.” However,

  Frank was never one to make distinctions about social class, and it was a subject about which he and Dolly constantly argued. “But this girl is trouble, mark my words,” Dolly told him.

  “Something’s not right about her. She’s got a crazy look in her eye. She’s too serious about you, too. What are you gonna do about Nancy?”




  “Nothin’,” Frank said. “This don’t got nothin’ to do with her.”




  Dolly couldn’t even finish the conversation, she was so appalled. She stormed from the room. Frank was somewhat influenced by his mother’s concern, because soon after, he stopped

  calling Toni. Though she pestered him for weeks, even telling him that she was pregnant, he was finished with her. Duly rejected, Toni took the “scorned woman” routine to new and novel

  heights: She actually had Frank arrested! The cops came and cuffed him after his midnight performance at the Rustic Cabin on December 22, 1938. The curious charge: “breach of

  promise.”




  In her complaint, Toni claimed that Frank, “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 [on November 2 and 9] who was then and there a single female of good repute of chastity whereby she became pregnant.”




  Most of what Francke charged in her complaint was either suspect or fabricated. For instance, she claimed that Frank gave her a diamond ring, which was unlikely, given the state of his finances

  at the time. Toni also insisted that she and Nancy Barbato had a brawl at the Rustic Cabin over Frank, yet she and Nancy had never met. Furthermore, she claimed that Frank told her he had to marry

  Nancy “or her father will kill me because she’s pregnant.” Nancy was not pregnant; she did not give birth to their first child until 1940. Of course, it’s always possible

  that Frank might have told Toni that Nancy was expecting.




  The problem, though, was that Toni Francke was pregnant, and this time Frank wasn’t able to perform one of his little “miracles.” He wasn’t sure it was his baby, claiming

  that Francke had been with many other men. But he still had to spend sixteen hours in the Bergen County jail; the mug shot survives.




  “He was plenty pissed off,” said Joey D’Orazio. “He called me up the next day and said, ‘That broad is crazy. We went out for pasta fagioli, had a good time, went

  back to her place, and hit the sheets. So what? Next thing I know, this dame is tellin’ me she’s pregnant and I’m in the slammer. Like I’m the only guy she ever did it with.

  I didn’t even have a good time with her!’”




  The charges against Sinatra were dropped when it was learned that Francke was actually married at the time of her rendezvous with Frank. Undaunted, Francke then filed a new complaint on December

  22 charging Frank with having committed adultery. “She’s got some nerve, that one,” Frank said. “She was the one committing adultery! I didn’t even know she was

  married!” That complaint also was eventually dismissed.




  “It was a big mess, Frank and this girl, Toni,” said Salvatore Donato, an acquaintance of the Sinatra family’s at the time. “She ended up having a miscarriage in her

  third month. There was a lot of screaming and hollering in the Sinatra household over that nut job, believe you me.”




  Shortly after the complaint was dismissed, Toni went to the Sinatra home and got into a dispute with Dolly when Dolly refused to apologize for Frank’s behavior. Dolly tricked Toni into

  going down to the cellar with her—“We can talk about this down there so Marty don’t hear”—then quickly ran back up the stairs and locked the door. “Call the

  police,” she told Marty. “I just locked that crazy broad in the cellar!” When the authorities arrived, they arrested Toni and charged her with disorderly conduct. She was

  eventually given a suspended sentence.




  For twenty-three-year-old Frank, the local publicity he received was unwelcome. “Songbird Held in Morals Charge” read the headline in the Hudson Dispatch on December 23, 1938.

  This would be his first introduction to the intrusion of the media into his private life, and he didn’t much like it. Joey D’Orazio recalled, “He called up someone at the

  newspaper and said, ‘I’m comin’ down there and I’m gonna beat your brains out, you hear me? I’m gonna kill you and anyone else who had anything to do with that

  article. And by the way, I ain’t no songbird, you idiot. A dame, that’s a songbird.’”




  
Frank and Nancy Marry





  Of course, Toni Francke wasn’t the only woman with whom the young Frank Sinatra was cavorting in 1938—she just happened to come

  forward. It worried Nancy. “I don’t know that he can be true to me,” she told Dolly at the time. Dolly liked Nancy and wanted to encourage her relationship with Frank because she

  thought marriage might tame him. She told her to be patient with her son and assured her that when she was his wife she wouldn’t have to worry about this kind of behavior. “She told my

  mother, ‘Frankie found a girl I like,’” said the daughter of a friend of Dolly’s. “‘She’s no whore, at least. So that’s a good thing. Frankie’s

  had too many whores. But this girl, Nancy, she’d better watch him. My little son of a bitch son is gonna give her trouble.’”




  Dolly and Nancy knew in their hearts he would never be faithful. Most of the married Italian men they had known believed that what they did on their own time was their own

  business. It’s not known if Marty had ever been unfaithful to Dolly, but it probably wouldn’t have surprised her if he had. For Nancy’s part, she knew her father cheated on her

  mother—for women in their world, that was just the way things were.




  Nancy had no idea Frank was being unfaithful to her until the night he was arrested. By this time they’d been intimate, and for Nancy, a Catholic, it was a major step in a relationship.

  She assumed that their lovemaking meant that she belonged to Frank and vice versa. That’s why she agreed to marry him. However, his actions with Toni suggested otherwise.




  Having so completely trusted him, when Nancy learned of the affair with Toni she was not only deeply hurt but disillusioned. Her mother had looked the other way, but Nancy was determined that

  this kind of behavior would not mar her own marriage. She and Frank had a number of emotional scenes regarding Toni, until finally she made him “swear to God” that he would never be

  unfaithful to her again.




  “Was she the first woman you’ve been with since we’ve been together?” Nancy finally asked Frank through her tears.




  “No,” Frank said. “But she’s the last.”




  Frank didn’t want to lose Nancy. She was someone on whom he could depend completely; she was very supportive of his aspirations even when it looked as though he would never make money as a

  singer and even when his parents had lost patience with his choice of career. While he felt bad about the Toni Francke incident, he still convinced himself it had nothing to do with Nancy. But he

  assured her that such a thing would never again occur.




  Frank was so sweet and gentle with her, and he seemed so genuinely contrite about what had happened with Toni, that she agreed to go through with the wedding plans.




  Frank and Nancy were married on February 4, 1939, at Our Lady of Sorrow Church in Jersey City. Monsignor Monteleon performed the ceremony. Twenty-one-year-old Nancy wore a simple, full-length

  white taffeta gown with a deep neckline and short train. On her head she placed a coronet of white fabric trimmed with pearls, with a three-quarter-length veil. She wore

  white satin open-toed shoes. Twenty-three-year-old Frank appeared in a cutaway tuxedo with black-and-gray pinstriped pants and a matching silk tie. He wore a white flower in his lapel.




  Nancy once remarked, “Frank gave me his own sentimental wedding present—a bag of jelly beans with a diamond watch inside. When the big day finally came, there were maybe fifty

  members of the family on each side of the aisle. They had all given us furniture for our new apartment. I was wearing my sister’s wedding dress, and the ring—a gold band with a cluster

  of diamonds—had been his mother’s. I don’t think I’d ever seen Frank so happy in his whole life.”




  “Yous have a long life,” Dolly said in a wine toast later at her home during a small reception for a few friends and family members. For a first course, Dolly served pasta fagioli,

  the same meal Frank said got him into trouble with Toni Francke. He decided not to have any of it. Instead, he sat and waited for the homemade gnocchi. “Nobody makes gnocchi like Ma,”

  he boasted. “I just hope she gives Nancy the recipe.” There was also a reception at Nancy’s family’s home on Arlington Avenue in Jersey City; wine and sandwiches were

  served.




  Because the newlyweds couldn’t afford a honeymoon, they immediately moved into a small apartment in Jersey City, which they rented for forty-two dollars a month. It would be completely

  furnished with wedding presents from relatives. Frank then resumed his fledgling career, and Nancy went to work as a secretary at American Type Founders in Elizabeth, New Jersey.




  





  
Part Two





  FIRST BLUSH OF SUCCESS




  

     

  




  
Harry James





  Without Nancy’s support, it would have been difficult for Frank to continue in the entertainment business. If he got lucky, he might

  have made it without her—he was talented and determined—but with a supportive wife at his side, he had the kind of morale booster he needed to face the rejection and disappointment that

  often come before success.




  Frank felt certain that if he could get a job with Harry James’s band as a vocalist, his struggles would be over. (He had spent a short time with the Bob Chester band in early 1939, but

  not even his closest followers can remember for how long, so it must not have made much of an impression on anyone. It was probably just a few performances at the New Yorker Hotel.) Nancy took a

  fifteen-dollar advance on her salary so that Frank could have publicity photos taken in order to give them to trumpeter James, who had recently left the Benny Goodman band to front his own

  ensemble.




  At this time, the big-band sound was an art form completely unique to America. Lasting roughly from the end of the Great Depression until the end of World War II, this exciting era in popular

  music generated some of the most memorable music in the country’s history. Fronting such a band was every struggling vocalist’s great ambition.




  Frank had a friend give the new photos to Harry James, and soon after, James went to the Rustic Cabin to see him perform. As he later defined it, Harry was impressed with “Frank’s

  way of talking a lyric.”




  As it happened, James was auditioning vocalists at the Lincoln Hotel in New York. While all of the other singers were weighed down with stacks of arrangements, Frank showed up with nothing but a

  cocky grin on his face. He sauntered over to the piano player, told him what he wanted to sing and in what key . . . and then he sang. “They were auditioning a lot of

  people that day,” said musician Arthur “Skeets” Herfurt, “but the musicians said that when they heard Sinatra, that was it. There was no doubt about it.”




  On June 30, 1939, Frank made his debut with the Harry James Band (also billed as Harry James and His Music Makers)—which itself was just three months old—at the Hippodrome Theatre in

  Baltimore performing “Wishing” and “My Love for You.” For the rest of the summer and into the fall, the band toured to enthusiastic audiences. Frank would remember those

  days fondly.




  “The kid’s name is Sinatra,” Harry James told one inquiring reporter. (Harry reportedly wanted to change Frank’s name to Frankie Satin. Sinatra refused.) “He

  considers himself the greatest vocalist in the business. Get that! No one’s 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,” James said, perhaps only half joking, “he’ll demand a raise tonight.”




  Arranger Billy May, who would go on to work on many of Frank’s most memorable songs, met him at this time. He said, “I thought he was a good singer. But the musicians in

  Harry’s band had the opinion that he was a smart-ass Italian kid.”




  “I was young and full of zip, zap, and zing,” Frank remembered in 1965, “and I was also full of myself.”




  Night after night on the road—on trains, by automobile caravan, via buses—performing in small, dingy clubs or large halls with terrible acoustics, Frank, with his hair in a floppy

  pompadour, was never happier—he was singing and being paid for it. Nancy went along on this early tour and the two were together around the clock, blissful in their new marriage. Nancy would

  one day reflect on those years as being the happiest in their relationship. As her husband performed his love songs onstage in his dapper suit, she would watch dreamily from the wings, almost as if

  she were falling more in love with him with each performance. “He’s so wonderful,” she would say. “How did I get so lucky?”




  Young women would wait for Frank after the show, hoping he would pay attention to them. “I’m married,” he would say. “My wife’ll kill me if I even look at

  yous.”




  There was little money. Sometimes nightclub owners didn’t pay the full amount that had been promised. Band and crew ate fried onion sandwiches much of the time.

  Nancy would prepare an entire meal of hamburger, spinach, and mashed potatoes for four people (herself, Frank, and the band’s arranger and drummer) with a dollar. If they could find some

  capicola at a local butcher shop for “sangwiches,” their day was made. They redeemed soda bottles for the return of cash deposits. It was a difficult time in many respects, but Frank

  and Nancy were happy just the same. When they learned that Nancy was pregnant, they were elated.




  That same year, Frank recorded his earliest songs with the Harry James Band. The very first was on July 13 in New York, where they were appearing at the time at the Roseland Ballroom. The 78 rpm

  record, “From the Bottom of My Heart,” backed by “Melancholy Mood,” was issued on the Brunswick label. Then, on August 31, the James band recorded “All or Nothing at

  All,” with a vocal refrain by Frank Sinatra. Sinatra would go on to record the song three more times over the years, but the original version is the most effective rendition. After recording

  a few more memorable songs with Harry James, on November 8, Frank recorded his last two: “Ciribiribin,” which was James’s theme song, and “Every Day of My Life.”




  Artistically, Frank’s association with the Harry James Band was an unqualified success. He benefited tremendously from James’s example of showmanship and artistry, but commercially

  he wanted more. Business at the box office was sluggish. During one gig at Victor Hugo’s in Beverly Hills, the band was interrupted by the owner, who stopped the show in the middle of one of

  Frank’s numbers. He was frustrated because so few people had shown up in the audience. The performers didn’t even get paid for that particular engagement.




  Frank was ready to move on.




  While playing the Hotel Sherman in Chicago, the James band appeared in a benefit show for the musicians’ union with other popular groups at the time, including the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra,

  one of the most popular in the country. Dorsey, known at the time as “the Sentimental Gentleman of Swing,” had his eye on Frank and wanted to hire him to replace his vocalist, Jack

  Leonard. It would pay about seventy-five dollars a weekend and it would be a long-term contract. Frank was thunderstruck, mostly because he had once auditioned for Dorsey

  with disastrous results. He had been so awed by Dorsey’s presence at that tryout, he couldn’t even sing. “I could only mouth air,” he remembered. “Not a sound came

  out. It was terrible.”




  But that was then. Now Sinatra was more polished and experienced. He had proved himself with Harry James and he wanted the job. And with Nancy pregnant and the James band not doing very well

  commercially, Frank knew he had to leave Harry.




  Luckily for Frank, Harry James was understanding, telling him that if he truly believed that the Dorsey band provided a better opportunity for him, then he should take advantage of it.

  Technically, he didn’t have to let Frank go; he still had seventeen months on his contract. James later told radio interviewer Fred Hall, “Nancy was pregnant and we weren’t even

  making enough money to pay Frank the seventy-five dollars he was supposed to get. So he wanted to go with Tommy Dorsey, and I said, ‘Well, if we don’t do any better in the next six

  months or so, try to get me a job too!’”




  Harry James always believed that Frank Sinatra would be a star; there was never any question in his mind about it. He was gracious enough to let Frank go without a fuss, and for that Frank would

  always be grateful. (Frank was replaced in James’s band by Dick Haymes.)




  Still, it was difficult for the loyalist in Frank to leave the man who had given him his first big break. He felt a strong allegiance to James, who had become like a brother to him. He once

  recalled the final night with James’s band, after their show at the Shea Theatre in Buffalo in January 1940: “The bus pulled out with the rest of the boys [on their way to the next tour

  stop, Hartford, Connecticut] at about half past midnight. I’d said goodbye to them all, and it was snowing, I remember. There was nobody around, and I stood alone with my suitcase in the snow

  and watched the taillights disappear. Then the tears started, and I tried to run after the bus. I figured to myself, I ain’t never gonna make it . . . There was such spirit and enthusiasm in

  that band. I hated leaving it.”




  Frank and Harry would again collaborate on July 19, 1951, at Columbia Records for three songs: “Castle Rock,” “Deep Night,” and “Farewell, Farewell to Love.”

  They would also sometimes appear in concerts together in the years to come, most notably at Caesars Palace in 1968 and 1979. They also appeared together on a John Denver

  special in 1976 and performed an excellent rendition of their song “All or Nothing at All.”




  Harry James died in July 1983 of lymphatic cancer. He worked up until a week before his death.




  
Tommy Dorsey





  When Tommy Dorsey finally explained the preposterous terms of Frank Sinatra’s contract, Frank was stunned. The deal Dorsey thought was

  equitable would mean that Frank would give up a third of his earnings for life, plus 10 percent for Tommy Dorsey’s agent. A total of 43 percent of every dime Frank was to make for the

  rest of his career would go to Tommy Dorsey (after the original two-year term of their contract had expired, for which Frank would make seventy-five dollars a week, though that sum would soon be

  doubled). Maybe Frank put it best when he said, “Dorsey was a crook. Plain and simple.”




  Frank decided to accept Tommy’s terms, though he realized that the deal was terribly unfair. He wasn’t thinking of any future ramifications it might have; he just wanted to sing and

  be famous. He also knew that Dorsey had auditioned baritone Allan DeWitt for the position. Even though DeWitt didn’t work out, the competition served to remind Frank that there were other men

  in the business willing to accept such a dreadful contract just for the opportunity to work with Tommy Dorsey. (Indeed, many young singers throughout the history of entertainment have signed deals

  as bad, but probably none worse.)




  The onerous terms of his deal aside, the future looked bright for twenty-four-year-old Frank Sinatra as he took his place on the bandstand in front of Tommy Dorsey’s orchestra in January

  1940. The band was in the midst of a tour and the group’s manager sent Frank a ticket to join them. At this time, the Dorsey organization boasted a memorable lineup of musicians that included

  Buddy Rich, Bunny Berrigan, Joe Bushkin, and Ziggy Elman; arrangers such as Axel Stordahl, Paul Weston, and Sy Oliver; and singers Jo Stafford and the Pied Pipers—and

  now Frank Sinatra. Because it was so long ago, there is some discrepancy as to exactly where Frank actually joined the Dorsey orchestra. Dorsey’s press agent, Jack Egan, and Sinatra’s

  daughter Nancy insist it was in Indianapolis (at the Lyric Theatre on February 2). But Dorsey’s clarinetist, Johnny Mince, believes it was in Sheboygan, Wisconsin. Others, like Jo Stafford,

  say it was either Minneapolis or Milwaukee. Frank himself said it was Baltimore, memorable to him because it occurred after he played twenty-seven innings of softball with his bandmates.




  “It was like going from one school to another,” Frank remembered. “I was really kind of frightened. I was nervous, but I faked a couple of tunes, and I knew the lyrics of some

  songs, so we did all right with the audience.”




  It wasn’t an easy transition for Frank—or even for the other musicians—when he took over as the male singer with the band. Because he was so cocky, the band disliked him

  immediately. Some of them mocked him by calling him “Lady Macbeth” due to his obsession with cleanliness. Still, no matter what they said about him, they couldn’t help but be awed

  by his sheer talent.




  Of Frank’s early performances with the band, singer Jo Stafford, who joined about a month before Frank, said, “[Sinatra] was very young [with a] slim figure and more hair than he

  needed. We were all sitting back, like, ‘Oh, yeah? Who are you?’ Then he began to sing. Wow, I thought, this is an absolutely new, unique sound. Nobody had ever sounded like that. In

  those days, most male singers’ biggest thing was to try and sound as much like Bing Crosby as possible. Well, he didn’t sound anything like Bing. He didn’t sound like anybody else

  that I had ever heard. I was mightily impressed.”




  The show would usually start with the band playing Dorsey’s theme song, “I’m Getting Sentimental Over You,” followed by the hit “Marie.” Then Dorsey would

  introduce Connie Haines for a number or two, followed by Jo Stafford and the Pied Pipers. After that, Ziggy Elman would do a trumpet solo, and then drummer Buddy Rich would, as they say,

  “take it home.” Finally, Frank would sing a big number, maybe “South of the Border.” He would also do perky duets with Connie Haines, such as

  “Let’s Get Away from It All” and “Oh, Look at Me Now.” Of course, the show would vary over the years, and as Frank became more popular, he would be featured much more

  frequently.




  The band traveled by bus, as most bands did at the time. They were difficult days, but rewarding. “What can I say?” Frank reminisced. “For six months, the band gave me the cold

  shoulder—they loved Jack Leonard—until I proved myself. Finally, I did, and we became a unit. We worked damn hard, city after city. Just trying to get along, you know, learning about

  each other, learning about the road, trying to be entertaining. It was a good time. I missed my family, though. Missed Nancy. She was pregnant, so it was tough.”




  On February 1, 1940, Frank recorded his first two songs with Tommy Dorsey’s band, “The Sky Fell Down” and “Too Romantic.” Then it was back on the road, to Indiana,

  Michigan, New Jersey, and New York City. In New York the band appeared at the Paramount Theatre from mid-March into mid-April. Then, on May 23, 1940, Frank, the Pied Pipers, and Tommy Dorsey and

  his orchestra recorded “I’ll Never Smile Again.”




  With the war raging in Europe and threatening to involve the United States, “I’ll Never Smile Again” seemed to typify the kind of rueful resignation that would soon envelop the

  world. The record, with a plaintive delivery by Sinatra and elegant harmony by the Pied Pipers, would become his first big hit, and would hold the number one position on Billboard’s

  charts for twelve consecutive weeks. Frank would go on to perform this classic song for the next forty years, on television and in concert.2 “I got

  ten dollars for recording it,” said Connie Haines. “Frank got twenty-five.”




  Frank’s career would never be the same after “I’ll Never Smile Again.” That record catapulted him to stardom and gave him top billing in the band,

  much to the chagrin of drummer Buddy Rich. In fact, a rivalry between the two erupted into physical altercations on more than one occasion. Because his ego was rising as fast as the record rose on

  the charts, Frank’s relationship with the other band vocalist, Connie Haines, began to deteriorate as well. He refused to share a mike with her—though he was forced to do so at

  times—calling her a “cornball.” Ultimately, he found himself suspended for two weeks as a result of disagreements with her. Clearly, Frank—a man not given to compromise and

  cooperation—didn’t belong in a group environment. He never cared for either Rich or Haines and told his friends that he despised “the both of ’em.” (In October 1944,

  though, after Frank Sinatra became famous, Buddy Rich went to visit him backstage at the Paramount Theatre and mentioned that he wanted to start his own band. Frank wrote a check for $40,000 and

  handed it to the startled drummer. “Good luck. This’ll get you started,” Frank said with a slap to Rich’s back.)




  Harry James’s road manager, George A. “Bullets” Durgom, noted at the time, “This boy’s going to be very big if Tommy doesn’t kill him first. Tommy

  doesn’t like Frankie stealing the show, and he doesn’t like people who are temperamental, like himself.”




  Broadway columnist and noted Sinatra biographer Earl Wilson went to see Frank perform around this time at the Meadowbrook Ballroom in Meadowbrook, New Jersey. Afterward, Wilson interviewed the

  singer. Of the experience, he remarked, “He spoke of his dreams and ambitions and said he was going to be the biggest star in the country. ‘You’ll see,’ he said. Physically,

  he was less than impressive. The Sinatra frame was not only slender but fragile looking. The cheeks were hollow. He wore a bow tie, a thin wool sweater, and a dark suit. He seemed still a boy, and

  that added a charm to his cockiness. He had a lot of hair that straggled down the upper part of his right cheek, about to the bottom of his ear. He also had a spit curl. His hair, when he came

  offstage, was tousled looking. ‘Sexy,’ the girls said later.”




  
Self–Invention





  On June 8, 1940, Nancy Sinatra gave birth to the couple’s first child, Nancy Jr., at Margaret Hague Maternity Hospital in Jersey City.

  Her husband of eighteen months wasn’t at her side. “I was working the Hotel Astor in New York, I believe,” Frank said later. ‘ ‘I hated missing that. I did. It was

  just a taste of things to come, man. When I think of all the family affairs and events I would miss over the years because I was on the road. But this was really the first one.” Tommy Dorsey

  had been such a mentor to Sinatra that Frank chose him to be godfather of his firstborn.




  Later that month, NBC hired the band to take over for Bob Hope on a summer-replacement variety show, Frank’s first national radio exposure. Because the ratings were strong, the network

  began airing a Dorsey series, Summer Pastime, on Tuesday nights. It ran for three and a half months and further exposed Frank to a large listening audience.




  In an article he wrote for Life in 1965, Frank remembered that these days with the Dorsey band were some of the most influential on his singing style. Tommy didn’t work much with

  him, he remembered, because most of his attention was on the band members. Left to his own devices, Frank absorbed everything around him—including the way Dorsey played trombone—and

  tried to integrate it into his artistry.




  As it happened, Tommy Dorsey could play a musical phrase as long as sixteen bars all the way through, it seemed, without taking a single breath. “How the hell does he do that?” Frank

  had wondered even before he joined the band. He knew that if he could sustain a note as long, he would be able to sing with much more dramatic impact. (He also believed that many singers ruined

  their songs by taking breaths in the wrong places, thereby interfering with the melody as well as the lyric’s message.)




  Sinatra would sit behind Dorsey on the bandstand and watch him closely, trying to see if he would sneak in a breath. Finally, after many dates, Frank realized that Dorsey had what he called

  “a sneak pinhole in the corner of his mouth.” It wasn’t an actual pinhole, of course, but rather a tiny place where Dorsey was sucking in air. It was

  Frank’s idea to make his voice work in the same way, not sounding like a specific instrument but “playing” the voice as if it were an instrument.




  He realized that in order to do this—to sustain those notes in a seamless fashion—he would need extraordinary breath control. To that end, he began an intense swimming regimen in

  public pools, which he would find in cities on tour. As he held his breath and took laps underwater, he would sing song lyrics in his head and approximate the time he would need to sustain certain

  notes.




  When he was back in Hoboken, Frank would continue his training by running on the track at the Stevens Institute of Technology. He would run one lap and trot the next, singing to himself, holding

  notes, practicing.




  “But that still wasn’t the whole answer,” he remembered. “I still had to learn to sneak a breath without being too obvious.”




  Indeed, it was easier for Tommy Dorsey to camouflage his breathing technique through his “pinhole” while he was playing the trombone because the mouthpiece covered his mouth. For

  Frank, this would mean more work, more training. Eventually it paid off. Because his breath control had become so powerful, he was able to sing six bars—sometimes eight—without taking

  in air. Other singers were lucky to be able to sing two or four. Frank had learned to sneak in air from the sides of his mouth, making it appear that he could sing forever without taking a breath.

  When he did decide to take that breath, he would do it in as dramatic a fashion as possible, effecting a gasp of anguish when he needed it, when it suited the lyric of the torch song being

  performed.




  All of this training was a closely held trade secret at the time; Frank never explained any of it until years later when he felt other singers could benefit from his experience. In the 1940s,

  though, he well understood that part of the magic of his art was to make it appear effortless. That it all looked so simple was just part of the illusion. “It was easy,” he said later.

  “It just wasn’t simple.”




  Just as he intended, his breathing technique proved as crucial in the telling of his stories as it was in the delivery of his songs. His uncanny ability as a vocalist did not go unnoticed by

  those in his profession. They knew he could do astonishing things with his voice; they just didn’t know how he did them. “I’d never heard a popular singer

  with such fluidity and style,” songwriter Sammy Cahn once noted. “Or one with his incredible breath control. Frank could hold a phrase until it took him into a sort of paroxysm. He

  actually gasped, and his whole being seemed to explode, to release itself. I’d never seen or heard anything like it.”




  Frank even used a microphone and mike stand—standard equipment for amplification—in a way that was unique for the times. Most singers just stood woodenly in front of the mike and

  hoped that their voices would be carried to the rafters. Not Sinatra. “They never understood that a microphone is their instrument,” he would say of some of his colleagues.

  “It’s like they’re part of an orchestra, but instead of playing a saxophone, they’re playing a microphone.”




  Frank would tenderly hold the microphone stand like a considerate lover during romantic ballads or jerk it roughly if he felt he needed that kind of impact on a brassier number. He would back

  away from the mike when a dramatic note needed to soar to the heavens and echo, or step into it if he wanted the crowd to hear just the slightest sigh or breath. The girls would swoon in the

  audience when Frank was onstage, as much for his voice as for the unusual way he performed. The way he romanced a mike and mike stand was somehow erotic and became an important part of his appeal.

  He was just five feet ten and a half (maybe just five feet nine, depending on which family member is asked), 138 pounds, and with a twenty-nine-inch waist, but onstage he seemed like a passionate

  dynamo, especially when he quivered that lower lip. Paradoxically, he also seemed vulnerable, needy. The total package was irresistible.




  In every way, Frank Sinatra invented the way he wanted to be, the way he saw himself, the way he wanted others to see him.




  
Marital Weakness





  After baby Nancy was born and her mother could no longer travel with Frank, the marriage began to show some weaknesses. Frank was busy with

  his career, filming his first movie, Las Vegas Nights, in October 1940, for which he was paid a measly fifteen dollars a day to sing “I’ll Never Smile

  Again” on camera. He played another engagement at the Paramount in New York in January 1941, and the first of twenty-nine single releases with Dorsey, “Without a Song,” was

  recorded on January 20, 1941.




  Naturally, there were other women on the road. In Frank’s mind, what Nancy didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.




  But Nancy knew.




  Patti Demarest was a friend of Nancy Sinatra’s at this time; they lived in the same apartment complex on Bergen Avenue in Jersey City. She recalled, “Nancy came to my door one day in

  tears, the baby in her arms. I said, ‘My goodness, what’s the matter?’ and she said, ‘That son of a bitch is cheating on me again.’ ‘Again?’ I asked, since

  this was the first I had heard of this. And she said, ‘He’s been cheating on me from the very beginning.’ ”




  Many of Frank’s friends knew his marriage was in trouble early on. “It must have been sometime in 1940,” Sammy Cahn once said. “He was a restless soul even then. He told

  me how unhappy he was being a married man.”




  Joey D’Orazio, Frank’s Hoboken friend, recalled, “We were sitting at a bar in Hoboken. Frank had just gotten off the road, he was visiting his ma, and he was a big shot now. I

  wanted to know what it was like for him, you know? He said, ‘Joey boy, a chump like you will never know what it’s like for me, that’s how on top of the world I am.’ I

  had to laugh. That was so typically Frank. Then he said, ‘I can have any dame I want. That’s the best part. They can’t get enough of me. I snap my finger when I get off that

  stage, and they’re at my feet, like puppies, man, lapping me up.’”




  D’Orazio told Frank, “You’re a married man now. You can’t be doing that.”




  Frank threw back a scotch and water and said, “Well, I can’t help myself. What can I say?”




  “Bullshit,” Joey said. “You can help yourself.”




  Frank slammed his glass on the bar and looked Joey straight in the eyes. “No,” he said firmly. “I can’t. Got that? I don’t want to. And I’m not going to. So

  keep your mouth shut about it,” he said, his tone threatening, “because I don’t want to hurt Nancy. This has nothing to do with her. It’s no big deal.”




  “Frank, it is a big deal,” Joey insisted.




  “All right, I know it’s a big deal. What d’ya think, I’m stupid?” Frank said as he threw some money on the bar. “How can you understand what it’s like

  for me? You and I, we live in different worlds now.”




  Then he got up and stormed angrily out of the bar. This certainly wasn’t the first time Sinatra would justify his bad behavior by blaming it on the pressure of his celebrity, and it

  wouldn’t be the last.




  Nancy still loved Frank. It wasn’t easy, though, because he had become so self-centered, wanting what he wanted without any thought given to the hurt it might cause her. She attempted time

  and time again to overlook his faults, believing that if she was just more patient and understanding he would come around. However, what actually happened was that he began to resent her for her

  tolerance.
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